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Description: 


Rey and Ben crash land just off the coast of a deserted island. Nobody knows where they are, and as the weeks 
stretch on, it’s clear that nobody’s coming. Rey feels so lucky to be stranded with someone so strong and capable... at 
first. 


Previously titled “Three Months”. 


1. Oral 


Every day, he carves a line as long as a keyhole into the same tree. 


In the movies Rey’s seen where people get stuck on an island, they never make it look as 
jarringly hot as it is. They never show the millions of flies that try to suck your sweat down 
like it’s the tastiest thing ever. No, it’s always these sexy shirtless people eating fresh bananas 
all the time, bananas with no green or brown on them. 


Rey would write to those movie people, the ones who got it all wrong. She would tell 
them. If she weren’t stuck here far away from mailboxes, she’d write to them and say, ‘Don’t 
make it look so easy.’ 


Half the fruit Rey finds here is already rotting on the ground. The rest, up in the trees or in 
weird scrubby bushes, it’s way not ripe yet. Or it’s filled with bugs. Or some stupid animal 
already took a bite out of it. 


You try catching a fish when all you have is mint-flavored dental floss and a bent sewing 
needle. 


That first week or so, Rey eats hardly anything. He eats even less. Says he doesn’t need 
much. Even though he’s the one doing all the hard work, what with his muscles and Rey 
being just nineteen and not much of a bodybuilder or anything, he still gives her most of the 
food they find. 


A mushroom he promises is safe. A handful of pingpong-ball-sized fruits covered in 
prickles, but the insides are sweet. It’s not enough, but it’s something. 


The lines on the tree, as there gets to be more, he groups them together. The first set only 
has seventeen lines. Rey counts them with her thumbnail sometimes, all seventeen in one row. 


He stripped off the bark on that tree on the first night. Cleared a space about as big as a 
closed book, and then right at the top left corner, carved a line with a sharp piece of shell he 
had found. As days have gone by, he’s had to strip off more bark. 


There, in that clearing where the tree is, that’s where they had built a place to sleep so 
they’re not out in the open. This big man, broad pale shoulders and tall as any man she ever 
saw, he showed her what plants to look for and where. He weaved together these reed things 
and taught her how to do it. 


So that’s what Rey did, while he hacked together the rest of the place. She weaved mats of 
those reeds and did her best to not cut her fingers. 


She tried not to imagine what food her stepdad was eating for supper, alone in his trailer 
back home. She tried not to imagine him caring. 


They didn’t start building a shelter until the second day. That very first night they slept out 
on the beach, except Rey couldn’t sleep from all the horrible loud noise of the waves and 
being terrified and all. 


He had offered it to Rey. The bark he peeled from the tree. Said it was okay for eating, that 
they’ll need to keep their strength up. 


The first time he asked, she had said no. Now she always accepts it, the saliva in her 
mouth drying up before she’s even got the stuff broken into bite-sized chunks in her hands. 


She hates it, the bark. She hates eating it. But anything to make her stomach feel full. 


He was on the plane with her before it happened. The crash. Rey remembers him, she 
thinks, way up in the front in first class where she always wished she could sit. His round 
shoulder jutting out into the aisle and his black hair pulled into a bun. But she never saw his 
face until after they washed up on shore. 


Said his name’s Ben. And he didn’t tell her everything would be fine. The two of them, 
hunched and dripping with sea water and spent adrenaline, he didn’t say anything about 
rescue. All he said was his name, and that he was going to look for water, and that she should 
stay on the beach and watch for other survivors. 


There weren’t any, though. Not one. 


The hut has a tall, round dome of roof, with double-stacked mats for walls and a floor. 
There’s no windows, and they have to be real careful when you open the mat they made into a 
door, because the hinges are just more reeds. They don’t have any blankets, but it’s hot 
enough to not matter. Rey’s always hot now. 


When Rey asked how he learned to build a place like that, Ben smiled. 


He told her in his deep drawling voice about camping trips he’d take where he’d leave 
behind one essential thing. A lighter. Food. A sleeping bag. A tent. He’d forget to pack 
something, but on purpose, and then out in the wild he had to figure out survival without that 
thing. Almost every weekend he’d go camping, he said. 


The second set of lines has thirty-one. 


The boar, Ben finds it a mile deep in the woods while Rey’s weaving her mats. They 
finished the hut ten lines ago, but she doesn’t know how to do much else and she gets lost 
easy, so mostly she sticks around camp and weaves. 


Rey figures with Ben being so big, he should be loud and crashy coming through the 
jungle, but he’s not. He’s always so quiet, which he says is how he got close enough to kill 
the boar in the first place. That and his goofy-looking spear with the seashell point tied on 
with floss and thread. Rey sees the boar, and she takes back every rude thought she ever had 
about the spear’s appearance. 


They’d be a whole lot worse off if Ben hadn’t held tight to his carry-on in the crash. 
Lugged it through the water, all the way to the surface and then to the beach. 


The boar means real meat, good meat. It means bones that Ben carves into proper fish 
hooks. It means sinew for tying things better. It means after that, they’re not so hungry 
anymore. Not starving. 


Sometimes Rey cries when she’s alone. She shuts herself into the hut and sobs into her 
sweaty hands about everything, making splotches of wet tears on the big t-shirt that Ben gave 
her from his suitcase. 


She does it when Ben’s not around, but sometimes he finds her while it’s happening and he 
always does the same thing. He puts his huge hand on her shivering shoulder and rubs it until 
her noises have petered out a little, not saying anything. Then he gets her some small bit of 
food, whatever’s on hand, and watches her eat it, and then makes her drink water from the 
rain catchers they’ve set up. The water tastes sweet after crying. 


Then, always the same, when she’s hiccupping and calm, he says, “Come to bed,” and 
leads her to the hut. 


At first Rey was afraid, sleeping so close to a man like that. But he stays on his side, and 
she on her side, and it’s kind of nice, really, to have a person near when everyone else is so 
horribly far away. 


Once, when she cries, he puts his arm around her. It’s heavy and she doesn’t so much mind 
it. 

That’s the evening he finishes the third row of lines. Tallymarks, Rey knows them to be. 
At the end of each day, hours and agonizing minutes of despair and hunger and hard physical 


work that leaves Rey as an al dente noodle sprawled out on her mat, all they have to show for 
it is one stupid line. 


Thirty-one more stupid lines. 


When the fourth row reaches thirteen, after he carves the line, he doesn’t come trudging 
back to their hut. He walks straight past it, out towards the beach, and leaves Rey on her own. 


Rey crouches at the fire. She’s learned to tend it pretty well, after a whole lot of putting it 
out on accident, and now she uses a charred stick to arrange the remaining logs to optimize 
the heat while snacking on some cooked fish. 


He’s not gone long, but returns dripping wet, even his clothes. Rey keeps her back to the 
hut as he dries himself and changes into his other outfit. They normally wash in the mornings 
and let the sun dry them off. They each have their own private beach for it. 


She hears dirt crunching under his feet, and his presence looms behind her. It’s night, but 
she feels the shadow of him. 


“Tt’s been three months,” Ben says to her. 
“Oh,” is all she can think to say. Feeling awkward, she adds, “Seems like it’s been longer.” 


He stands there a while, not moving or anything, and Rey fusses over the fire, even though 
it’s perfectly arranged. 


For a reason Rey can’t articulate, she doesn’t want to turn around. He’s scaring her. 
Something in his voice, she doesn’t like it. 


“Three months,” he says again. His deep voice cuts through the clearing, cuts into Rey like 
yet another line on the tree. 


Rey realizes she’s breathing hard. Every breath in is a little gasp, and her heart is going 
nuts. 


There’s movement behind her, and a shift in sound, the crackling fire echoing in a different 
way. Subtle things. And then Rey feels his hand on her shoulder, only it’s not comforting this 
time, and there’s something warm by her ear. Ruffling her hair. 


“Come to bed,” Ben says, but this time it sounds like he means something different. 
A chill runs over Rey’s skin, and it has her shaking her head ‘no’. 
“T’m done waiting,” he murmurs in her ear. 


How fast can she run? Not fast enough, she thinks. Not silent enough that he couldn’t 
follow her. It’s dark, so she wouldn’t leave much of a trail, but getting hopelessly lost in the 
jungle could get her killed. There’s boars and snakes. 


“Do I have to force you?” he asks. 


Rey can’t survive on her own. She can’t hide, not for long, and it’s a slim chance that she 
could manage to get away in the first place. 


Ben heaves a sigh, hot in her ear. “Alright.” 


Rey tries to scramble away but his hand on her shoulder forces her to the side, shoving her 
back down into the dirt. Rocks pinch against her spine as Rey squirms. 


He leans over her, arms planted on both sides of her head. Framing her in. One side of his 
face is in deep shadow, and the other flickers with warm light from the fire. That movement, 
the light, it’s the only sign of life on his face. His eyes are as flat and cool as they always are. 
No expression, no emotion. 


Rey paws at his chest as he comes in close. She tries to kick, but he traps her lower body 
beneath his. Her thrashing means nothing. 


“Wait, I—” 
She freezes. Against her belly, Rey feels something stiff pressing into her. 


Rey realizes he means it. He’s really going to do this to her. Panic crackles through her 
chest. Is she hyperventilating? Her head feels like an over-inflated balloon. 


Ben grunts when her elbow knocks into his chest. “You can quit it with the theatrics, 
sweetheart. There’s no one here to stop me, least of all you.” 


He nuzzles his face into her neck. Not kissing, just brushing his lips against her, she thinks. 


Rey tries to keep fighting, but she’s not making any progress. He’s just so big. His body 
blocks most of her vision. Rey’s not sure how old he is, but he’s definitely far older than any 
of the boys she’s used to dating. He’s a grown adult. Like, a real adult. 


“But—but I’m too young for you!” Rey gasps out. 
Ben chuckles into her neck. “Is there such a thing?” 
“T’m still technically a teenager.” 


“All the better, then.” He grinds his hips into her, and Rey’s breath hitches. It’s difficult to 
tell, what with being pinned down and writhing and all, but the part of him pressing into her, 


it feels huge. 


Her panic kicks up a notch. “You can’t! You really can’t, I—” She racks her brain for 
anything, any excuse. ‘I haven’t bathed since this morning!’ If she can just get away for a 
minute, get out from under him, then maybe she can think up some other solution. Some 
justification as to why this can’t happen, something that will make him leave her alone. “Let 
me go wash off first. Please. I swear I’ll be quick, okay?” 


“Nope.” His lips pop on the last syllable. 


“Please!” Rey feels like she’s getting bruises where the bony parts of her bump against 
him. How is he so solid? “I need to get cleaned up before we do... anything. Just let me go, 
only for a few minutes.” 


He pulls back and looks her in the eye, unamused. “Why? So you can run off into the night 
and get yourself eaten by a boar?” 


Silence. Rey’s lower lip trembles. She pushes and pushes at him, but he’s not budging. 


“T’m not ready,” Rey whimpers. She holds her hands over her eyes. “I’m not ready yet. 
Please.” 


Ben doesn’t say anything, and the silence stretches out so long that Rey eventually peeks 
out from behind her fingers. He’s still staring at her, but now he looks tired. 


“ ..Please?” Rey whispers, hope creeping into her voice. 


He blinks down at her for another moment, then something slides away from his eyes and 
he says. “Fine. I won’t fuck you tonight.” 


The relief feels like water in her bones. Rey smiles weakly and is about to thank him when 
he says, “But you’re going to have to suck me off.” 


Rey’s eyes go wide. She shakes her head. “I don’t know if I can—” 


“Oh, sure you can. I believe in you.” Ben stands up, towering over her, and Rey feels all 
the more exposed and small. “On your knees, sweetheart.” 


Rey hesitates for another minute before doing what he says and sitting up. She can’t think 
about it, that’s all. This is survival. Just another thing to add to her list of stuff she’s had to do 
to stay alive here. That’s it. 


Eye-level with his hips, the bulge in his sweats looks even bigger than it felt pressed 
against her. 


Rey kneels there and waits. She tries not to look at him, or at... it, and she’s expecting him 
to pull it out or whatever, but he’s just staring down at her. 


Ben finally reaches out and threads his fingers through her hair, tugging at the roots a little. 
“Get to it,” he says. 


It feels embarrassing, putting her shaking hands to the hem of his pants, even though she 
knows she’s about to get far more personal with him pretty quick here. Her cheeks grow hot 
when she feels him beneath the fabric. The hard part of him. 


She tugs the hem down until his erection pulls free. It’s pointing straight at her, and it’s as 
huge as she thought it would be. Her gut impulse is to lean away, but Ben’s hand in her hair 
stops her from moving very much. 


He’s not expecting all of that to fit in her mouth, is he? 


Ben pushes her head forward until the tip brushes against her lips. It’s warm, like 
everything else here. 


“Come on, now,” he murmurs. 


He tugs on her hair, harder this time, and Rey cries out. The second she opens her mouth 
he pushes in. It catches Rey by surprise and she yells in a muffled sort of way, shoving at his 
thighs, but his hold on her is like iron and she can’t move. 


It’s warm and fills her mouth up pretty full, though he’s only halfway in. Tastes salty, but 
she’s not sure if that’s from the sea or what. 


Rey swallows, and he groans. He uses his grip to pump her back and forth, hitting the back 
of her tongue. 


A minute of this goes by, and Rey’s beginning to think she can tolerate doing this if it 
means he’s not having sex with her, but then Ben stops and lets go of her hair. Rey 
automatically pulls away. A long trail of drool spills down her chin. 


“T can’t do all the work for you,” he says. “Suck it good. Let’s get this done with.” 


It’s worse when he’s not forcing her, she realizes. Rey wraps her mouth around his cock 
again and hesitantly draws him in and out at the same pace he was going before, though not 
nearly with as much gusto. Her jaw hurts. 


When she swallows again, he lets out another grunt, so Rey keeps doing that. Swallowing, 
sucking on it. 


Is this right? She’s never done this. She doesn’t know, but when she tentatively wraps her 
fist around the rest of him and pumps it in time with her mouth, he moans loud and cradles 
the back of her head in his palm. 


“Just like that, honey. Just like that.” 


Tears prick Rey’s eyes as he encourages her to take more of him with each thrust. She 
coughs once, but he seems to like that. 


As he pushes further into her throat, Rey abandons jerking him with her hand and just 
focuses on breathing. He’s doing the work again, but it doesn’t seem like he minds it much. 
She coughs again, and tries to suck, but it’s difficult with him going so deep. 


Full. Too full. His cock is slick with her spit and with all this lubrication, it’s sliding in and 
out at a rapid pace. It’s uncomfortable, but beneath that Rey feels something curling in her 
abdomen. A heat, one that’s unfamiliar in this context. Unexpected. 


She doesn’t have time to think about it. 


Ben’s cock hits the back of Rey’s throat and she gags. She shoves against his thighs, his 
stomach, but he doesn’t let up. 
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Then he lets out a stream of swear words and groans, and Rey feels hot fluid in her mouth. 
It tastes bitter and salty, and when Ben finally pulls away, she leans over and spits all of it out 
into the dirt. All her saliva and his seed, she spits and spits until it’s gone. 


Ben just laughs. He pulls his shirt off and wipes himself off. “Not bad. Although next time, 
I’d appreciate it if you swallowed. We don’t waste food around here.” 


Rey scowls, suddenly pissed about the whole thing. She stands and ignores the pins and 
needles prickling in her legs, and stomps over to their hut. She feels humiliated. 


Ben follows her right in and stretches out in his usual spot closest to the door. The hut is 
barely long enough to contain his stupid big body. She hates him. 


“Oh, don’t be like that,” he says. 


Rey ignores him. She lays down and obstinately faces towards the opposite wall, curling in 
on herself. She keeps thinking about how he felt stretching out her mouth and sliding along 
her tongue, and it’s giving her that same feeling in her abdomen. The warm feeling. She 
doesn’t want to think about it, but it keeps crowding back into her head. 


“At least I waited,” he says. “I didn’t have to.” 
“You didn’t have to do it at all,” Rey grumbles. 
“Are you always this cranky afterwards?” 


Rey doesn’t answer him. She imagines she’s in a hotel, a fancy hotel with all the bedsheets 
so clean and white, and the AC running at full blast. And there’s no big man to spoil it all. 


Ben yawns loudly like he on-purpose wanted to break her illusion. “It’l] be easier next 
time,” he says. 


Rey doubts it. 
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2. Vaginal 


She hates how he watches her now. 


Maybe it was like that before and she just didn’t notice. But now, when she’s crouched 
down taking care of the fire and Ben asks her something, something like: 


“Did you finish off those crab legs this morning?” 


When he asks it she looks up, and he looks down at her, and the memory of that night she 
knelt in front of him shimmers between the two of them like a mirage. 


Sometimes, looking down his big body all the way to where Rey sits on warm dirt, he 
smiles. Just at the corner of his mouth. A shadow flickers behind his eyes, and Rey shivers 
from seeing it. 


Three more lines on the tree, that’s all he gives her until he makes Rey blow him again by 
the fire. It’s just as bad as the first time, and she still doesn’t swallow any of it, but it’s over 
after not too long and then she gets to sleep and try to forget how it felt, him pulling her hair. 
The heat of him gliding along her tongue, slick and sloppy. 


Those sort of thoughts, that’s what’s driving her bonkers. She doesn’t know what to do 
about them. 


Every day that passes without him touching her is pure clean gold, or it would be, if she 
didn’t spend all her waking hours terrified that he might be about to touch her. Violate her 
some more. Rey doesn’t know if she should feel safe during the day. She expects it at night, 
but it could be anytime. At the beach, pulling reeds, anywhere. 


The third time she blows him, for the whole next day she’s happy. Relaxed, like she wasn’t 
wrecked on some island, because in Rey’s head the day after’s always safe. He’s not going to 
touch her so soon, she thinks. For this one day she can rest easy. 


“Go on to bed,” Ben tells her. The fire is simmering and the light makes their little clearing 
into a tunnel, a tall tunnel they sit at the very bottom of, with all the trees surrounding them 
making up the sides of it. At the top of the tunnel it’s black sky and stars. “I’ll fix up the fire 
tonight.” 


Rey’s bone-tired just like every night, so she doesn’t argue and saunters on over to the hut, 
arranging herself on the mat but leaving the door open for him. 


By the time he’s pulling the door shut behind himself, she’s already half-asleep. 


Then something’s tugging Rey to the side so she’s flat on her back. Her eyes fly open and 
at first, all she sees is the moon. 


Rey feels a heavy weight pressing over her body. It’s his face that’s above her, a pale white 
face poised above her own. He’s come for her again. 
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“No-!” she cries out and hammers his chest with her fists, but it’s like she’s a ghost. No 
effect on him no matter how hard she pounds. 


“Oh, come on, now. Enough with the drama.” He strokes her cheek and she tries to bat it 
away. “Can’t expect me to be satisfied with just your pretty mouth, can you?” 


Rey huffs. “You seem to like it just fine.” 


Ben tuts at her. “Variety is the spice of life, honey.” His legs trap hers on either side. They 
feel completely immovable, like logs. “Besides, you’re certainly not getting anything fun out 
of blowing me.” 


Heat floods Rey’s cheeks. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“T think you know,” he says, “But if you insist on me spelling it out, I will.” 
Rey’s voice hitches up an octave. “You’re insane if you think I’m—if you think I want—!” 


Ben shushes her and gathers her wrists together, pinning them above her head with just his 
one hand. 


“You're getting a good deal here, don’t forget that. I do all the work, I bring in the food, I 
built this safe haven for us. For you. It could be a lot worse, you know.” He takes the hem of 
her shorts and tugs them down to her ankles. “You could do a lot worse than me.” 


Tears well up in her eyes. She would scream if it meant anything at all. She would fight 
harder if there was anyplace else to go. 


“These are just the facts of life, kiddo. This way, everyone’s bringing to the table what 
they can best provide. Their strengths. And your strength—” Ben worms his hand down 
between her legs and presses his fingers against her underwear. His hand is so big it cups her 
from butt to pubic bone. “—is this.” 


Rey goes very still. She’s touched herself there, obviously. Plenty of times, alone at night, 
or in the shower, she’s done that. But someone else doing it, it feels different. Scary. Because 
she doesn’t know how he will move, or what he will do, or when it will stop. 


And worse, she doesn’t know how she’s going to feel when he does it. 


Ben senses her trepidation and his eyebrows go up a tiny bit. “Have you missed this, too?” 
he asks. 


No, she shakes her head. 


He presses just one finger against her, down the middle of her underwear, crooking it at the 
knuckle to follow the curve of her. It feels weird, putting a picture in Rey’s mind of a bent 
wooden bow ready to set loose an arrow. 


When he pulls her underwear to the side, the hot muggy air feels cool against her, that kind 
of cool that air gets when it touches something it shouldn’t be touching. Like how Rey’s back 
felt that time her bikini top came undone, straps floating free in the pool, and she had to hold 
the thing closed around her front until someone could help. But the part of her that felt most 
exposed wasn’t her front, it was her back where the strap was supposed to be. Naked. 
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Rey’s hands are curled up into little balls above her head on the mat. She can’t hold herself 
closed. She can’t find a friend to tie her bikini back up. 


He pets her, exploring with the very tips of his fingers. Reading her braille. It would be 
terrifying if Rey was paying any attention. 


No, she’s focused on Ben’s body language. How tight he’s holding her wrists, and yet, his 
grip is just a hair looser than it was a moment ago. His eyes look into hers, but are they really 
seeing her? The longer he explores, the more he lets his guard down. 


“Beautiful,” he says, and delves in deeper. His fingers slip between her folds, and Rey 
doesn’t fight it. She resists every instinct and keeps herself frozen in place. 


He traces her clit, and Rey doesn’t think about how it feels. He moves his fingers through 
her like a boat through open water that belongs to anyone, and her jaw is clamped down tight, 
not one word of protest. 


Maybe it’s the shadows falling over his face, but he looks drunk with it. Completely 
absorbed in what he feels of her. 


He reaches her cunt and she can’t help flinching, but that’s all she does. His fingertip feels 
so large against her, so wide, and he traces her hole, massaging it almost. 


Ben starts to push in, then freezes still as Rey. His eyelids get heavy, dazed, and he sucks 
in a quiet breath. 


“Are you a virgin?” he whispers. 


That’s when Rey knees him in the groin. She doesn’t strike true, not exactly, but it’s close 
enough. His face scrunches up and he folds inward, protecting himself, and his grip on her 
wrists goes slack. 


She yanks her hands away from his grasp and rakes one of them down his arm, long 
island-grown nails carving lines into his skin. 


Rey throws herself from under him and towards the door, clawing her way forward. She 
feels the grass, the neat grass mats she wove herself, they tear and shred, but she doesn’t stop 
until she hits the one she knows is the door. Rey shoves her whole weight against it, ripping it 
from its flimsy hinges, and falls out onto the dirt. 


But she wasn’t fast enough. Hard and angry hands grab at her calf. Rey is dragged back 
into the hut belly-down, her arms still outstretched and reaching for nothing or anything. 


She cries out wordlessly in terror. The sound echoes around their little clearing. Nobody 
else hears it. 


Ben is on top of her, his full body weight holding her down. It’s almost suffocating. Rey 
thrashes and tries to fight, but he’s paying attention now. She’s not going anywhere. 


“You little bitch,” he says, his mouth right at her ear. 
Rey elbows him in his ribs just to make him hurt. He grunts, but doesn’t move. 


“You want to play it like that, then?” 
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Suddenly the weight is gone from her upper body, but a sharp pain in the middle of her 
back makes Rey cry out again. She turns her head, trying to see behind her. 


Ben has one knee planted right on her spine, holding her to the ground. Any movement 
Rey makes earns her another stab of pain. 


Ben reaches past her head to where his carry-on backpack sits, filthy and torn. He roots 
through it and pulls out a belt. Keeping his knee where it is, he takes both her wrists and ties 
them together behind her back, looping the belt around itself expertly until she has no hope of 
breaking loose. 


Tendrils of panic and hysteria creep up Rey’s throat, and before she realizes it she’s 
gasping and pleading for him to stop. 
“T didn’t mean—I swear I wasn’t!” 


The words fall out of her mouth like water. They mean nothing, and Ben doesn’t respond 
to her. 


He pulls something else out of the backpack, Rey doesn’t see what, and then he’s stuffing 
cloth into her mouth. It’s a lot, and Rey gags, but he ties a shirt around her mouth to keep all 
the cloth in, knotting it at the back of her head. 


Rey coughs and tries to focus on breathing through her nose. 


“Tf this is how you want it,” he says, zipping up the backpack, “then I’m happy to oblige 
you.” 


He stuffs the backpack under her hips, raising her butt in the air and forcing her spine to 
arch. Her cheek presses painfully into the grass mat. Rey squirms and tries to flail within her 
restraints. There’s no point to it, but she does it anyway, because if she didn’t she would 
despise herself. 


She shouldn’t have done that, before. Kick him. It only eliminated what little freedom she 
had. What little voice she could muster. Now, even if she wanted to, she can’t say ‘no’. 


“T don’t know where you thought you were going to run off to,” he says, his voice rough. 
“How would a little thing like you ever get away from me? Almost as crazy as thinking you 
could fight me off.” 


Rey tries to say, ‘Let me go!’ but it comes out like muffled nonsense. 


“T’d tell you not to try that again. But you won’t listen to reason, I know. So I’ll just have 
to teach you otherwise.” 


He pushes her shirt up and over her butt. Rey waits for him to pull her underwear aside 
again, but he just tugs them straight down over her ankles and tosses them away. 


She shivers. Everything feels too open, too exposed. And the hut door being ripped off 
doesn’t help at all. 


With Rey tied the way she is, Ben’s got two hands free. He slides them over her body, her 
ribs and hips and ass, kneading her skin. With his thumbs he spreads her cheeks apart. He 
says nothing, but Rey can sense his excitement skyrocket as he stares at both her holes. 
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Rey wishes she had a pillow. Something she could bury her face into, hide the deep red 
flaring on her cheeks. 


Ben stares at her for a long time it feels like, and she hates it. She does, really, especially 
when he leans down and blows a stream of air across her pussy. Touching her without 
touching her. She absolutely hates it, for sure. 


He spreads her wider and does it again, caressing her with air. When he gets low enough 
that it hits her clit, she shudders and feels herself clenching at nothing. 


“Shit, you’re sensitive,” he says, his words wafting heat against her skin. 


Rey whimpers into the gag. If he’s going to fuck her, can’t he just get it over with? This, 
all this... playing around, it’s messing with her head. She doesn’t understand. 


The fire pops and crackles outside, the only audience to their performance. Ben pushes her 
legs apart and kneels between them, preventing her from immediately closing her legs again. 
The way her hips are angled, she can picture exactly how she’s unintentionally presenting to 
him right now, like she’s serving herself up on a platter. 


Now his thumbs spread apart her lips, holding her open. Rey feels horribly self-conscious 
and upset about having the most private part of her body revealed like this. More than that, 
though, she’s terrified at how her body might be reacting. She’s getting that warm pulsing 
feeling down below that happens when she looks at porn. 


And Ben was right, she is sensitive. More sensitive than she should be at the moment. 
Why is she feeling like this? Why is her body betraying her? 


Ben makes a tutting noise with his tongue like he’s thinking. “I wonder how you like it. If I 
hadn’t been forced to tie you down like this, I’d have you show me yourself.” 


His fingertips trace over her spread lips with just the barest of pressure, like he’s testing 
the waters. Rey does her best not to react, but when he circles her clit, a muffled groan finds 
its way out of her. 


Ben swears, then does it again. The circling thing. “Can’t believe you’re a virgin. Aren’t 
you nineteen? A sweet thing like you making it so far without getting your cherry popped. I 
don’t know how I got so lucky.” 


Rey feels a sudden uncomfortable push at her entrance. She panics until she realizes it 
couldn’t possibly be his dick. 


“God, you’re tight.” He presses in deeper, filling her in a way she’s never known before. 
“Can barely take my littlest finger.” 


An image of his intimidating length flashes through Rey’s mind, and she 
pictures that pushing into her instead. Surely it couldn’t possibly happen. If this is how a 
pinky finger feels, there’s no way he could fit all of that into her body. 


He fills her all the way to his knuckle, then brushes his other fingers against her lips, 
sending a spike of electricity through her abdomen. “You ever done a kegel?” he asks. 


Confused and muddled with shame, Rey shakes her head. 
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“Clench your muscles down here for me, honey. Like you’re trying not to go to the 
bathroom.” 


Rey whimpers and does her best to find the muscles he’s talking about and constricts them 
tight, just like he’s asking. She’s too unsure of herself to do anything but obey. 


“Fuck.” He pumps his finger lightly in and out of her a couple times. Without meaning to, 
she clenches again. “Fuck, you’re going to feel incredible.” 


He pulls out his finger and drags it down her lips. Rey’s not sure why, but the air suddenly 
feels cooler down there. It takes her a minute to realize it’s because she’s wet. Maybe he drew 
it out of her with his pinky. 


Her guess seems to be correct. Ben spends some time lazily tracing his fingers over her 
skin, keeping the pressure extra-light along her clit, before dipping back into her hole and 
pumping a few times. The more he does this, the wetter Rey feels, and the more sensitive she 
is to everything he does. It’s like a vicious and torturous cycle, and Rey’s trapped in it. 


At least it gets easier, having his finger inside of her. Rey’s body begins to yield to him, 
softening until it’s not so painful for her anymore. Rey isn’t sure if that’s a bad thing or a 
good thing. 


He gives up on pumping into her and just focuses on her clit for a while. Rey feels the 
familiar pressure in her abdomen, spurred on by the way she’s spread apart, and she’s scared 
and embarrassed but she can’t do anything about it. 


“How’s this, honey?” Ben says. He flicks her clit once, then presses his whole hand over 
her like he did before, only it feels much more intimate with no underwear in the way. “Do 
you want me to stop?” 


Rey nods furiously and mumbles a plea into her gag. 


“What was that?” he asks. He presses harder, and it feels odd. Sort of good, like before, 
except there’s a distinct sensation of not-enough. She wants more. 


No— 


Rey furiously yells her incoherent answer, a thousand no’s and a million please-stop’s. All 
of it comes out like nonsense. 


“Sorry. I don’t really understand,” Ben says, faux sorrow coloring his voice. “But it sounds 
like you want me to keep going.” 


Rey writhes on the mat and yells some more. It’s all pointless, she can see that now, but 
she does it anyway on the wild hope that he’l! listen. 


Ben chuckles. “Okay, I get it. So impatient.” 


He resumes circling her clit at a leisurely pace. Rey groans, trembling against the mat. Her 
whole body feels sensitive now, every touch running right to her core. 


He tires of his fun after a while, though by that point Rey is trembling for an entirely 
different reason that she doesn’t know how to accept. Everything feels so slick down there. 
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“Alright, now.” There’s the sound of cloth moving against skin, and then Rey feels 
something hot and smooth bumping against her thigh. “Just stay there nice and still. I won’t 
lie to you, honey. It’s going to hurt. But it’ll all be over before you know it.” 


The hot thing is at her hole now. Rey knows what it is. Up until the island she’d only seen 
them in videos, only in pictures she and her friends would giggle over until all the rest of 
them went and had sex for real. All except Rey. 


She squirms some more but he drapes his big body over hers and prods at her entrance 
experimentally. Rey stiffens and shuts her eyes tight, waiting for the pain to start. His fingers 
grip her hip too hard as he positions her where he wants. 


He doesn’t enter her right away, though. Instead he slides his cock down through her folds, 
and wet as she is, it doesn’t feel so bad. He pushes until his hips press against her butt. 


Then he starts pumping back and forth. He’s sliding right down the center, so with every 
thrust he hits her clit, and the rhythm is just enough to tease more wetness out of her. It takes 
everything Rey has not to buck against him, searching for a release that she can’t accept that 
she wants. 


Rey would almost prefer the pain. 
Ben starts picking up the pace. “I know you want to, Rey. Come on. Just let go.” 


Rey shakes her head and pushes back against the desire coursing through her, or tries to, 
anyway. It doesn’t work, and she’s so wet and wound up that she can’t think straight, and then 
she’s falling straight off the edge. Her cries are loud in her ears and her hips thrust weakly 
against Ben as she rides out her orgasm. 


Before she’s even come down he’s pushing into her. It hurts, a horrible burning sensation, 
like something inside of her is tearing apart. Every so often another aftershock hits and her 
cunt clenches around him. 


“Fuck,” he grunts. He eases in another inch, two inches. “Just like that, honey. Almost 
there.” 


Rey can’t move for how bad the pain is. By the time he finally bottoms out, every muscle 
in her body is drawn tight. 


Ben just sits there for a minute, not moving at all. His breath keeps hitting the back of her 
neck. 


“Give me another one of those kegels,” he murmurs. 
Rey doesn’t do a thing. What can he threaten her with now? He’s already played his ace. 


Then she feels fingers on her tender clit and she flinches. The muscles in her cunt contract 
automatically. Ben grunts into her hair appreciatively. 


He starts slowly pumping into her. The movements are small at first, loosening her up a 
little before he starts to really thrust. 


It hurts, it does, but after a little bit Rey calms down and her muscles relax and then it’s not 
hurting so much anymore. Mostly she just feels too full, like swallowing a bite too big for 
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your throat. 
“Sweet little teenage pussy,” Ben says. “I shouldn’t have waited nearly as long as I did.” 


He still holds her hips with one hand, guiding her to just the right angle so he can drive in 
as deep as possible. It causes him to hit some spot within her that makes Rey whimper. 


“Ts that it?” he says, breathless. “Right there, huh?” 


He keeps going, and she wants to tell him to stop because she doesn’t understand, but 
warmth is building again in her abdomen. She squirms her legs and groans, and all that does 
is spur him on to a quicker pace. 


With every thrust the pleasure is coiling tighter. “You gonna come for me again?” Ben 
says. “Gonna come around my cock, honey?” 


Rey doesn’t know. She can’t think. Her body’s calling the shots and she writhes against 
him, but now she’s looking for more, she wants him deeper and faster. Every breath comes 
out as a light fluttering whimper, or maybe she’s moaning, Rey has no idea. 


He presses his finger against her clit, pushing hard. It’s too much and Rey comes again, 
shivering and shaking as she does. Ben lets out a stream of swears as he comes not too long 
after her, plunging deep as he can. 


He collapses on top of her, not moving until she feels like she’s about to overheat. They’re 
both drenched in sweat and Rey’s whole body feels sticky and dirty. Something’s leaking out 
of her onto the mat. 


Ben says nothing as he helps her up, untying her wrists and gag. Rey can barely make a 
fist. Whether it’s the adrenalin or the orgasms, she’s weak as back when she would get the flu 
as a kid. 


“Lay down, Rey.” 


She looks up and Ben is stretched out on the mat beside her, looking at her like nothing 
ever happened. Like they’re still just two castaways doing their best to survive, or whatever. 


Rey shakes her head and croaks out, “I need a bath.” 


19 


3. Arterial 


If Rey could change one thing about this stupid island, it’d be the waves. 


She’s used to having a steady background noise. It’s not like back home she owned big 
pricey speakers or one of those fancy stereo systems with the LEDs, like how her friend Rose 
has. But no matter what she was doing she’d nearly always be listening to music on her 
phone, or sometimes a podcast, or she’d just turn on The Office and let it run in the 
background while she scrubbed down the bathroom. 


Then when her stepdad got home, usually late in the evenings, it was his music playing as 
a backdrop. Her stepdad, he had different tastes than she did, mostly listening to stuff Rey 
would never seek out, but it was still nice sometimes. It’d be piping out of their tinny little 
radio the old-fashioned way all night long sometimes. 


‘Wavy’, Rey’d call it when she was younger, before she learned to shut up about anything 
that wasn’t directed at her. ‘Your music is wavy.’ 


But here all she gets is this wild crashing boom, ebbing and flowing like a giant with sleep 
apnea, and it never stops. Anywhere she goes, even back at their camp with all these trees and 
fern things between them, none of it dampens the noise at all, really. 


Rey’s heard people talk about the calming roar of waves. All those people, they must be 
certified insane, she decides. 


The beach is hot today, like always, and thankfully Rey’s safely tucked into the shadows of 
these trees she doesn’t know the names of. The heat still reaches her here, though, reflected 
back from the white sands that surrounds her, sand studded with nothing but shell fragments 
and bleach-pale pieces of wood washed up from who knows where. 


No cigarette butts with the ghost of someone’s cheap lipstick around the orange part. No 
invisible cellophane or beer bottle glass hidden in the sand, waiting for you to step on it. If 
Rey were to ask one of those beach-going Americans, they’d probably tell her to kiss her 
lucky stars right on the mouth for what a gorgeous beach she’s got to herself. 


Well, herself and one other guy. 


Rey’s toes dig into the pristine sand and she tries to be grateful. Her arms ache, her legs 
want to collapse beneath her, but instead she pretends in her mind that she’s just a pretty 
tanned model-slash-actress-slash-Professional Hot Girl in a bikini lounging in her very own 
personal paradise. 


She pretends it’s all fine. 


A step back in the sand to Rey waking up two mornings ago on ruined grass mats. She had 
insisted on bathing in the ocean after Ben fucked her, scrubbing her body down with her 
hands and fingernails. The sky was a black dome holding her in and she kept looking at the 
moon so that she wouldn’t look at Ben, who watched from the beach. 
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All she could think about while she was rinsing off someone else’s sins was how 
disgusting ocean water is. How it’s where a million billion nasty fish live and poop and die 
and rot. 


But anything was better than the feeling she had all over her body after what Ben did to 
her. 


Rey was so exhausted, battered and salty as she was after her bath, that she had crawled in 
through the torn mess of a doorway and dropped straight to sleep on the mats. That leads to 
now, waking up with sun poking her in the eye, and the mats beneath her soggy in the exact 
shape of her body, like chalk drawings little kids do of themselves on the sidewalk. Or maybe 
more like an outline of a dead body at a crime scene. 


She spends the whole day weaving new mats to replace the ones she wrecked. Ben doesn’t 
say anything to her about it. After they wake up he heads straight out towards the beach, and 
Rey doesn’t see him again until he comes back in the late evening. 


He helps her with the fire. When she looks at his hands, she remembers how his callouses 
felt on her hips where no one else ever touched. She wonders if he’s angry with her, or if she 
should be angry with him. 


Mostly all Rey feels is sore. Not upset, not scared or mad like she thought she would be. 


That night Rey thinks he’s going to pounce on her again and she’s ready for it, but all he 
does is curl his body around her, making himself the big spoon. There’s something jumping 
around in her stomach telling her to fight it, but Rey’s too tired. 


Besides, he feels safe. It doesn’t make sense, but Rey doesn’t have anyone to explain 
herself to, so she doesn’t worry about it. 


Then in her ear, he says, “Thanks for fixing the mats.” 
Rey just shrugs. 


“Why don’t you come to the beach with me tomorrow morning?” he asks, although the 
way he says the words, it’s not really a question. “I’ll be hunting crabs. I can show you how, 
if you want.” 


Rey shrugs again, then says, “Okay.” 


Ben wakes up before her. They follow their usual morning routine — although the fact that 
anything can be routine in this kind of life is ridiculous to Rey. 


Ben asks how she slept. Rey is honest and says, “Like a log.” 


Truth is, sleeping with a big man at her back with his broad shoulders blocking out the 
world behind her, Rey doesn’t have to force images of snarling boars and venomous snakes 
out of her brain. Ben’s told her that the boars don’t wander this close to shore, but how would 
he know? His word isn’t nearly as comforting as his presence. 


There’s a path to the beach, one made by Ben winding his way down there all the time. It’s 
marked by grasses folded flat to the ground by feet, over and over, until the vibrant green 
blades went the dead brown that they are now. 
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Rey follows Ben down the trail, staring straight down at her threadbare sneakers crushing 
that grass deeper into the dirt. 


She thinks about how probably they’re never going to get rescued. How most likely in the 
next few months, maybe weeks, they’ ll both eat some fish with a gut parasite and that’ll be it. 
Or maybe a crazy storm will blow in and they’ll get crushed by a tree. Or gored to death by a 
bear that they didn’t even know lived here. 


Do bears live on islands? Rey has no idea. 


The beach stretches out long and curved, hugging the edges of the island like one of those 
miniskirts that Rey would gawk at when she’d go to the mall but never buy. Just a bright 
sandy scrap of fabric. 


Ben leads her along the beach, following a curve of land that juts out just past where their 
trail ends. Beyond that is a small cove where the beach runs longer. More empty sand. Maybe 
it’s because of the shape, but the waves aren’t quite so violent in this little stretch. 


Hands on Rey’s shoulders force her to turn away from the ocean and face her towards the 
jungle line. Rey can just barely see the familiar shapes of wood construction and reeds 
braided into unnatural patterns. She heads on over that way, Ben directly behind her. 


There’s sand in both her shoes. Rey’s used to it. 


Rey wonders why the trees along the edge of the beach grow at such a severe angle, like 
they’re reaching out towards the ocean. She likes it; the trees create a nice shelf of shade for 
them. 


“Can’t believe I’ve never brought you to see my beach stash before,” Ben says. 


Stored away in the shade is a crooked bench made of driftwood. It looks smooth, like it’s 
been carefully sanded down so there’s no splinters. There’s random bits of tools scattered 
around it, broken shells and discarded scraps of reeds. On top of the bench sits a basket about 
as big as a sack of flour and shaped like a bell, the opening at the top only half as large as the 
bottom of it. The lid sits askew. 


Rey points at it. “Is this for the crabs?” 


Ben doesn’t answer at first. She glances back at him, and he’s staring at her oddly, looking 
somewhat distant. Finally he nods a ‘yes’. 


Off to the side is some kind of wooden construction. It’s attached to one of the trees that’s 
grown more straight-up-and-down than the rest. Looking at this construction, the first image 
that comes to Rey’s mind is a Jesus cross. There’s a branch about the length of a canoe 
paddle, thicker and stiffer than any branch this particular tree could grow, set perpendicular to 
the tree partway up and bound there by tightly-woven homemade rope. Then, at the base of 
the tree, there’s another branch bound exactly the same way, but that one’s only half the size. 


Rey stares at the remaining rope coiled in the sand by her feet. Something about this weird 
construction is making her stomach flip over. The branch, the one higher up on the tree, it’s 
right at Rey’s shoulder height. 


“What is—” she starts to ask, but then she feels Ben right behind her. 
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In her ear he says, “You didn’t think you were going to get away with fighting me like that, 
did you?” 


Then unseen hands are tearing at her clothes. Rey tries to push them away but he’s 
everywhere, he’s too big and in a matter of seconds he’s got her shirt off. Ben pushes her to 
the ground and yanks at her shoes, her shorts, and Rey can’t stop him from doing any of it. 


Rey starts to hyperventilate. It’s happening again. 


The shorts hang around her ankles and Ben’s working on her underwear. A burst of 
adrenaline rips through Rey. She kicks her shorts off, sending sand flying everywhere, and 
lurches to her feet. She doesn’t think, just points herself in the opposite direction to where 
they came from, and runs. 


From behind her, she hears a sigh. 


Rey is running. The sand makes it difficult, each step pulling at her momentum, but she 
doesn’t stop. She’s never run this hard before. Not ever in her life, but it comes to her like 
some buried animal instinct. 


After some time Rey glances back over her shoulder, expecting to see Ben nearly upon her, 
but instead he’s still way back crouched in the shade with all her clothes scattered around 
him. 


Rey turns back and keeps running. 


The wind throws her hair in her face but she doesn’t need to see. She’s naked, or nearly so, 
and the heat of the morning sun all over her body is unfamiliar. 


Then, above the crashing waves and the pound of her heart, Rey hears it: the huff of 
familiar breath. The thump of feet larger than hers. Behind her. Approaching. Gaining. 


Rey cries out and pushes herself harder. Her arms pump and tears stream down her cheeks, 
her eyes watering from the wind and sun more than anything else. She’s flying, she’s faster 
than she knew she could go, but then her foot catches on something cool and immovable as 
stone and Rey tumbles shoulder-first into the sand. 


For a moment Rey isn’t afraid anymore. She feels held by the sand. Cradled. Unlike the 
harsh flat lines of pavement and slick tile of her old life, the sand is rounded and fits her form 
like she’s a part of the beach herself. It yields to her, just as her own body will yield to Ben’s. 


She’s still recovering when Ben snatches her around her waist and tosses her over his 
shoulder. He heads back towards the cross, the whatever-it-is he made for her, and pays no 
mind to Rey pounding her fists against his back. 


She sees it. In the sand, the thing she tripped on, almost hidden but not quite. The sun 
glints along its surface and she notices it amidst all the dying flames of her fight. But she 
can’t see what it is. She’s too far away now. 


Back in the shade Ben drops her in a heap. “Don’t fucking try that again,” he says. “You’ll 
make this worse than it needs to be.” 


Rey covers her chest with her arms and tries to curl into a ball, but he wrenches her legs 
out and tugs away her underwear. Her final vestige of modesty. Gone. 
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“T’m sorry!” she whimpers. “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to hurt you, I just—!” 


Ben threads his fingers into her hair and forces her to look at his other arm where three 
scabby lines mar his skin. Against his pale complexion the color of them is so deep red, 
they’re practically black. 


“You see that?” he says. “You have any idea what the risk of infection is out here? With no 
antibiotics, no proper medical equipment, not even a fucking bandaid at hand?” 


Then he’s leaning in close to Rey and she can’t turn her face from his. He’s holding her 
that tight. A few strands of hair have loosened from the bun he’s got pulled back at the nape 
of his neck. His eyes are dark and they bore into hers. 


“You're still not thinking, Rey. Survival is the most important thing right now. It doesn’t 
matter what I did to you or how much you hated it — even though I know you liked it well 
enough.” Rey grimaces at that and grasps at his hand in her hair, but she can’t get a good grip. 
He yanks at her and she whimpers, then stops. 


“Yeah. You liked it,” he continues. “But even if you didn’t, you’re fine now, aren’t you? 
No harm done, and with a full belly thanks to me. I’m your golden ticket to making it through 
this thing alive, honey. And if you can’t handle that, if you keep trying to fight me instead of 
going along with what I say, then next time you scratch me up and I end up dying some slow 
horrible death from infection, what exactly do you plan to do then? Hm?” 


Rey looks down at his shirt stained with sweat. She knows he’s right. But she has to 
struggle. How would she live with herself if she didn’t? 


“So,” Ben says. “Since you can’t seem to get that tidbit of logic through your skull, I’m 
going to teach you a lesson. I’ll make sure you won’t forget this day, little girl.” 


He stands up and pulls her with him. Rey gasps and tries to cover herself best she can. The 
word ‘lesson’ plays through her mind on repeat. 


Ben pushes her shoulders flush with the crossbeam. Ignoring Rey’s protests, he peels one 
of her arms away from her chest and draws it out long to the end of the branch. Then he starts 
winding rope around her wrist, binding it to the beam. He knots it well, then begins the same 
with her other arm. 


Rey tugs at the ropes but she can immediately tell that she’s not going anywhere. 


When he’s done Ben crouches down and starts on her feet, binding her at the ankle to the 
shorter crossbeam. It forces Rey to spread her knees apart, giving her no way to hide any part 
of her body. 


She closes her eyes and tries to pretend she’s asleep in their hut. She imagines the familiar 
hard mats under her body. In her mind she’s fully clothed and nobody’s touching her. All she 
has to worry about is having good dreams. 


When Rey opens her eyes, Ben is standing a few paces away. Staring at her. 


He’s already seen most of her body before. Hell, he’s been inside her body. But he’s 
staring at her like none of that ever happened. 
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She can’t hide. Rey’s arms want to cover her chest, her handfuls of breast that curve in a 
slight teardrop. Her legs want to press together and hide her pussy. But there’s nothing she 
can do. 


After Ben’s done looking, he gathers his basket and tells her, “I’ll be back around in a 
while. Don’t hurt yourself yanking at those ropes, please.” 


Then he leaves. 


Ben never walks past where she can see him — or past where he can see her, more like. 
The ocean’s at low tide and he roams around on the wet sand, wandering into the lapping 
water at times. 


Rey has nothing else to do, so she watches him. 


Every so often he bends and plucks a crab from wherever it was minding its business and 
tosses it into the basket, carefully fitting the lid back on when he does it. The whole time he 
hunts for crabs, he doesn’t get pinched. Not once. 


The wind never stops caressing Rey’s naked body. She just stands there, arms and legs 
held taut, waiting for this torture to be over. 


She feels like that sketch made by some old dead artist guy, the sketch of a man in a circle 
all stretched out and showing every part of him. She remembers staring at that picture printed 
on the glossy page of her textbook, this man that every kid in her school had looked at. He 
couldn’t cover himself even if he wanted to. Everyone thumbed at his page with their oily 
teenager fingers and drew graffiti on him, and this random dude who was unlucky enough to 
be drawn just one time, he never even gets a say. 


A hundred comparisons like that occur to her over the next several hours. She’s a frog in 
biology, pinned open with all her parts and bones on display. She’s the model skeleton made 
out of plaster that her teacher was always putting goofy hats on. She’s Jesus, not the church 
one but the real one, just a regular person being put up on display and humiliated. 


Every so often Rey sees Ben turn and look at her. She can’t make out his expression, but 
she can imagine it. 


After he’s done with the crabs, Ben returns to her and sets his basket full of tonight’s 
dinner at the bench. He lets Rey take a few messy gulps of water from a shell. The water 
dribbles down her chin and throat. 


Then Ben drinks. He does it slowly, his eyes wandering over her body like she’s his 
favorite TV show. Rey flushes red and tries not to make eye contact with him. Any part of her 
he wants to see, it’s there for him. Whatever he wants. 


He steps forward and cups her breast in his rough hand. Rey whimpers. She tries to move 
away but of course she can’t. 


He traces over her skin, light and gentle like the wind is, except his fingers are wet and he 
leaves trails of goosebumps behind. His fingertip circles her nipple slowly a few times and 
Rey is ashamed to feel it harden. 


Taking that as an invitation, Ben pinches her nipple, first very softly, then tugging rougher 
and sharper until it nearly hurts. He rolls it between his thumb and fingertip and Rey bites her 
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lip so she doesn’t let any sound out. 


Then he gives her other breast a squeeze and just says, “Small.” And with that he walks 
away. 


Rey doesn’t know what he gets up to after that, only that he’s around, doing things and 
making noise. She doesn’t look at him, keeping her eyes wherever he isn’t. 


The ocean, the beach, the jungle behind her, it’s all so open and wide awake. Rey feels 
watched by the entire natural world, one big spectator to her humiliation. 


Now would be exactly the time her rescue would come, wouldn’t it? 
But Rey’s not that lucky. 


The breeze tickles at her nipples, now far more sensitive than they were before. It teases 
her pussy with coy, invisible fingers. Rey hates that she likes it. She hates how the 
embarrassment of it all is curling in her abdomen and surely making her wet. 


Ben keeps his promise and comes back to feed her more water. He works up a small fire 
not too far away and cooks a fish that he probably just caught. Then, once it’s cool enough, he 
feeds the meat to her, sliver by sliver. 


Rey forces herself not to bite his fingers. 


To torture her further, Ben swirls some of the fish grease over her chest. He works up her 
nipples just like he had before, patiently playing with them until Rey’s getting worried. Her 
clit is throbbing and Rey’s trying to breathe normal, really, but the air keeps huffing out of her 
like the ghost of a moan. 


“Why do you fight it?” Ben asks himself more than her. He grips her nipple and tugs it 
side to side, making her breast jiggle obscenely. “Not that I’m complaining. It’s the most 
entertaining thing out here, for sure, watching you pretend you’re not having a blast. You’ve 
got such an adorable look on your face right now. Wish you could see it. I’d love to set you 
up in front of a mirror so you could watch yourself struggling.” 


He slaps her breast then, hard, and Rey gasps. Then he leaves again. 


Rey doesn’t know what she wants anymore. She watches Ben catch more fish, watches 
him wash the sweat of the day away. The sun is on her right side now, she realizes, whereas 
when she first got posted up here it was on her left. The day is a complete blur. 


When he comes back Rey knows what to expect. She’s not surprised when she feels 
fingers creeping along her thigh. She’s shaking, but from fear or excitement or from standing 
for hours, she doesn’t know. 


He touches her like he did that night. Soft. Sweet. He does it so slow that Rey moans out 
of frustration more than anything. He’s too slow. Too careful. 


“Calm down, honey,” he says. With his other hand he palms her breast again. “Why are 
you here?” 


Rey doesn’t even realize the question is for her until he smacks her thigh and repeats it. 


“F-for my punishment,” she gasps. 
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He circles her clit once. It’s torturously slow. “And why are you being punished?” 


“T’m-so I don’t fight you anymore. I have to remember to be good. Can’t—can’t hurt you.” 
Rey feels like she’s babbling, but she’s too far gone to care how pathetic she sounds. 


“That’s right.” He pinches her clit and tugs on it, making Rey groan and writhe against her 
bindings. “Have you learned your lesson?” 


Rey nods furiously and swallows. 


Ben traces along the very edges of her lips. “You’re not going to struggle anymore, are 
you, honey?” 


“No-!” Her legs quake. If she weren’t tied up, she’d have collapsed by now. 


“Prove it, then.” Ben flicks her clit. He does it again and again until Rey starts feeling 
dizzy. It’s not enough. She needs more. 


Rey rolls her hips against nothing, trying to find any kind of friction. Ben smacks her 
pussy and the sharp pain makes Rey yelp. It also brings her back to her senses a little bit. 


“H-how...” She shuts her eyes. “How do I prove it?” 


“Tell you what,” he says. He’s so tall he blocks out the sun and nearly everything else in 
Rey’s field of view. “I’m going to untie you. If you want to show me what a good girl you 
are, you go bend yourself over that bench and let me fuck you for as long as I like. And don’t 
you dare come while I’m doing it. Then, maybe, I’1l believe you.” 


Rey nods wildly. Anything, anything but this torture. 


Her arms and legs are somehow both rubbery and stiff, but upon being released she 
doesn’t spend any time stretching them. Instead she stumbles over to the bench and kneels in 
the sand, bending herself over it like she was told to do. She grips the edge of the wood for 
dear life. 


Ben positions himself behind her and Rey feels a welcome heat at her cunt. “I mean it,” he 
says. “Don’t come, not unless I say.” 


Then he’s sliding into her and they both groan. He goes slow, letting her body adjust to his 
length bit by bit. The sensation of fullness just keeps growing. 


This feels better than the first time. Her muscles clench and spasm, and Ben swears. 


He bottoms out and immediately starts pumping into her at a rapid pace. Rey arches her 
back and moans through her teeth. She’s too sensitive. Everything’s spiraling quickly out of 
control, past where Rey has any say in the matter. Ben doesn’t touch her clit, but maybe she 
doesn’t need him to. 


“Don’t even think about it, honey,” Ben says, reading her body language. He smacks her 
ass and continues thrusting. “This isn’t for you, remember? You’re being punished right now, 
and you’ll do what I tell you.” 


The sounds coming out of Rey’s mouth are loud and wild and desperate. She clenches her 
cunt tight, trying to stave off the orgasm she knows is approaching, but it only encourages 
Ben to pump faster and that feeds into Rey’s pleasure. 
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“T can’t-I can’t—!” Rey gasps. “Please, let me—!” 


“Nope.” Ben holds on to her hips, keeping her exactly where he wants her. “No, not yet. 
Hold it in.” 


But she can’t anymore. All her willpower is nothing with this pleasure assaulting her like it 
is, and Rey cries out as she comes hard around his cock. It’s almost violent, the way the 
orgasm rips through her body, and it seems to go on forever. 


Ben follows soon after, his fingers digging into her hips as he comes. He grinds against her 
butt, sending Rey into another flutter of aftershocks from how sensitive she is. 


When he pulls out, Rey feels his warm come oozing out of her and over her lips. 


He smacks her ass again and says, “You’re in trouble for that one.” And he laughs, so Rey 
knows it’s probably okay. 


They bathe in the ocean together. Ben helps her wash the sweat from her body and tears 
from her face. He combs out the snarls he made in her hair from pulling on it. He rinses away 
the fish grease, and Rey makes a face when he tweaks her nipple. 


Rey has to hold onto his arm the whole time. That’s how weak she feels from the whole 
ordeal. Her legs wobble beneath her, and all she wants to do is sleep. 


“Just a little longer,” Ben tells her, leading the two of them out of the water. He drags the 
bench into the warm evening sun and lays Rey out on her back so she can recover a little. 
They stay there for a while. 


At one point she sneaks a glance up at his face and Ben is grinning down at her like an 
idiot. Despite herself, she gives him a little smile back. She decides she doesn’t have to 
understand how she feels about any of this. 


The sun is setting and the two of them are mostly dry now, so they get dressed and gather 
up their things. Ben starts heading back towards the trail and Rey follows for a few steps, but 
then she remembers something odd and stops. 


“Wait,” she calls. Ben turns and gives her a questioning look. 


She feels embarrassed. It’s stupid, really, but Rey’s a curious girl and she knows she’Il be 
up thinking about it if they don’t go look. 


She scratches her arm. “Um. So when I was running away before, I tripped on something 
in the sand.” 


Ben nods. “You did. Your feet practically went up over your head. It was pretty funny.” 


Rey scowls at him, then says, “Yeah. Well, the thing I tripped on was shiny. I saw it when 
you were carrying me away. Can we go try and find it?” 


Ben shrugs. “It was probably just a wet rock or something.” 
“Probably,” she agrees. “But... can we go look? Please?” 


He rubs his jaw, then drops the crab pot to the ground. “Yeah. Lead the way, honey.” 
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It’s amazing how far she managed to run before. Obviously she wouldn’t have gotten this 
far down the beach if Ben hadn’t waited a while to chase her, but still. Rey’s never been much 
of a runner. She’s a teeny bit proud. 


Ben points out the object before Rey can find it. Even from several yards away, it’s clearly 
not a wet rock. It’s too reflective in the setting sun. There’s no color to it at all, just winking 
light. 


At first, as Rey approaches, she thinks she’s found some miraculous piece of litter, maybe 
a glass shard of some kind, some detritus of humanity that made it across miles and miles of 
ocean. It’s definitely clear like glass is, and the edges that poke up from the sand are rounded 
and irregular. 


Rey kneels next to it. From afar the shape looked simple, but up close it’s got intricate 
lines and whorls running from the very tip down to where it disappears into the sand. Some 
parts look braided, some sinuous and winding, all in a bizarre design like she’s never seen 
before. The whole thing is about as big around as her wrist, but the detail is incredible. 


She reaches forward, intent on picking it up to figure out what it is. From behind her, Ben 
says, “Wait.” 


Her hand freezes. He kneels next to her, his leg pressing into hers. His voice is low and she 
senses something in it. Authority and stress. “Don’t touch it,” he tells her. 


He digs at the sand around the thing. It must be buried well, because though he’s able to 
unearth a couple more inches, it doesn’t move or fall over. 


Ben doesn’t touch it either. 


He stares at it for a long time. What his thoughts could be, Rey can’t guess. She doesn’t 
know what the glass thing is, but she’s more perplexed by Ben’s reaction. Unless she’s wrong, 
there’s almost a sort of... fear there. What’s there to be cautious about? It’s probably just 
some weird ocean trash. 


After a while, Ben says, “Let’s head home.” His tone doesn’t leave any room for 
discussion. 


That night, Rey dreams of an octopus. A huge one that lives way deep beneath the ocean. 
Rey is all alone with it. At first it’s only a regular octopus with its eight tentacles, but it’s 
surrounded by so much empty water that as time passes it grows bigger and bigger. Its eight 
tentacles become nine, then ten, then more than Rey can count. They thicken and lengthen 
until the octopus fills up the entire cavern of her mind, squeezing out everything else, even all 
the air, until there’s nothing left for Rey to breathe. She wakes up gasping and terrified, the 
slimy feeling of tentacles and suction cups lingering against her skin. 
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4. Periodontal 


When Rey wakes up, Ben is gone. 


The dream leaves her gasping for air. She’s drenched in a cold sweat and doesn’t even 
realize Ben’s not with her until she wrenches open the door, allowing moonlight to illuminate 
the tiny room. She pokes her head outside and glances around their clearing. Ben is nowhere 
in sight. 


Betrayal rips through Rey’s chest, taking her by surprise. 


Rey’s never had anyone to count on before. Not even her parents. No father to speak of, 
and in the few years Rey had known her mother before she died, all she had cared about was 
men and drugs. Rey’s stepdad always hated her for being a burden he couldn’t legally rid 
himself of, as she had no other living family who would take her. He would’ve for sure 
kicked Rey out at eighteen if she hadn’t already found a job and was bringing in a pretty 
penny for him to spend on more booze. 


So maybe that’s why, when Rey’s eyes roam their empty hut, her muscles still clenched 
and trembling from lingering terror, she feels like she could cry. 


Despite all the ways Ben has hurt her, these last few months he’s taken care of her in a way 
no one else ever has. 


Rey curls into a ball and sets her forehead on her arms. A warm tear slides down her 
cheek. 


She’s only a few seconds into her pity party when it occurs to her that there’s only one 
place on this stupid island that Ben might’ve gone. She may not be so sure as to the why of it 
all, but that can come later. 


Rey is really just that desperate for comfort. 


The trail is harder to see in the dark. Rey would sell the clothes off her back for a 
flashlight. A candle. A damn laser pointer. Everything her feet catches on is a snake, or so it 
feels like, and Rey has to keep her hands clasped over her mouth to stifle the occasional 
shriek. 


It’s just branches. Just roots and stuff, she tells herself. 


The beach is blissfully lit up bright from the moon and Rey falls to her knees for a 
moment. She sifts sand through her fingers until she’s ready to continue. 


Why can’t she shake the feeling that she’s going to get in trouble? Rey’s not explicitly 
forbidden from going anywhere. This is her island just as much as it is Ben’s. If he can go for 
a midnight stroll then so can she. 


But all the reasoning in the world doesn’t change the fact that Rey knows she’s not 
supposed to be out. Some rules in life are unspoken until you break them. 
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She stands and starts the trek down the beach. 


It takes a long time, but maybe that’s because Rey’s pace is slowing the further she gets. 
By the time she’s rounded the first curve to the crab beach she spent all day on, her doubts are 
beginning to fester. 


What if he’s not out here at all? What if he just went to take a piss or something out in the 
woods and stayed there for a while? Rey knows the dude’s a crazy nature buff. He’s told her 
all about his kajillions of weekends out in the wilderness by himself. Maybe he just wanted 
some breathing room. 


Rey comes up with countless reasons she should go back. Despite them all, though, she 
walks. And when she rounds the next bend, there he is. Crouched in the sand, just another 
colorless smudge against this black and white scene, but she knows it’s him. It’s Ben. 


She looks down at her feet, avoiding shells and rocks, and smiles about being right. 


Rey doesn’t disguise her footsteps or try to be quiet. As she approaches she just keeps 
telling herself, I’m allowed to be here same as him. This is fine. 


She’s so wrapped up in what she’1l say to him, how she’II tell him all about the nightmare 
and wondering if he’ll give her a hug or at least wrap his arm around her shoulders, that her 
brain doesn’t even process what’s happening until it’s like, right there. 


There’s a hole in the beach. 


It’s huge, with long sloping sides like a funnel. The deeper sand is dark and wet, so it holds 
the shape a bit better than the smooth upper dunes of dry sand. The hole is a circle, nearly 
perfect-shaped to her untrained eye, and the whole thing must be as wide as her stepdad’s car. 
At the lowest point it’s almost as deep as Rey is tall. 


Ben is digging. He’s got a big woven basket and he’s using it to carefully scoop more sand 
out of the pit he’s made. He notices Rey for a moment and pauses, his expression inscrutable, 
then continues just as he was before. 


A few feet past the hole sits a pile made from all the sand he’s dug up. Not a pile — maybe 
‘hill’ or ‘mountain’ would be the better word for it. 


But the thing that sends an icy finger down Rey’s spine is what’s at the exact center of the 
hole. 


The thing. The glass thing, clear yet intricate glass, it stands straight and immovable as 
ever. As deep as the hole goes, that’s how long the object is. And it’s not all one size, growing 
from the thickness of her wrist to the width of her elbow. That part she tripped on was just the 
tip of the iceberg. 


Despite his his digging, Ben still hasn’t found the base of it. For all they would know, it 
runs all the way down to hell. 


The designs covering its surface are astounding to Rey’s eyes. Those same braided glass 
cords wind all the way down the length of it, branching in places and combining in others. 
Some are as thick as a finger, others as fine as hair. Long canals wind around the surface of 
this labyrinth and cross beneath the cords in places. 
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Rey walks around the perimeter of the circle, careful not to dislodge any sand. The 
moonlight refracts through the glass and winks at her from a hundred varied angles. 


On the other side of the object she finds an area about two feet long and an inch wide 
that’s unmarred by any design. Just smooth clear glass, mildly curved by the overall shape of 
the thing. 


It’s far more complex than anything made of glass that Rey’s ever seen. It’s so bizarre, so 
beyond her catalogue of known objects, that she can’t even hazard a guess at what it is. 


“Don’t get too close,” Ben says. He gingerly climbs out of the hole, though he still ends up 
sending a small avalanche of sand down the side. He comes to stand by Rey. 


She nods mutely. Her eyes can’t seem to look away from the object, though the more she 
stares at it, the greater her sense of unease. She keeps getting the odd feeling that it should be 
familiar to her somehow, that she’s seen something like this before, even though absolutely 
nothing is coming to mind. Not in all her years of combing through thrift shop shelves of 
artsy vases and cheap cocktail glasses has she seen anything remotely this bizarre. 


A flash of gore splits her mind. 


Horror movies. Rey used to watch a lot of horror movies as a kid because nobody ever 
cared what she watched. Late at night, little-kid-Rey would crouch down right in front of their 
tiny TV with the broken antennae, and she would watch these movies about people getting 
ripped to pieces, their bodies torn open wide with their insides for anyone to see. Guts and 
bones and veins and all that blood. The sort of thing kids shouldn’t watch, but she did. 


That’s what it reminds her of, this glass thing. She thinks of how people look on the inside, 
at least in movies, and that’s what this looks like to her with its erratic, yet carefully crafted, 
alien structure. 


In fact, now that she really looks at it, Rey gets this sudden sense of rushing blood. The 
thing doesn’t move, it can’t, but somehow it feels like just beneath the surface there must lay 
rivers of unseen gore. 


Rey takes a shaky step back. 
“What—” Her voice comes out in a croak. She swallows. “What is it, Ben?” 


He shifts closer to her and wraps his arm around her shoulders, but it’s not at all the 
comfort like she wanted before. In that moment it’s just the two of them facing something 
unimaginable, something that can’t possibly exist, but does. 


“T don’t know,” he says. 


“Shit!” Rey hisses. She pops her finger in her mouth before any blood can get on the fish 
she was cleaning. 


Ben raises his eyebrows, but doesn’t move from where he’s leaning against a tree. 
“Again?” he asks. 


She looks down, embarrassed, and gives him a muffled apology. 
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It’s irked her more and more lately that she hasn’t got a handle on even the most basic 
survival skills. Up until now, Rey’s been content to wallow in her own despair and let Ben 
deal with all the difficult stuff. But if Rey’s going to commit to survival, and if that survival is 
going to last for any significant period of time, then she needs to at least learn the bare 
minimum. 


Plus, with the two of them both on food duty, they’ll be able to maybe build up some better 
food stores. 


“You don’t have to do this, you know,” Ben drawls. He methodically shaves another curl 
of wood away from the tip of a long, thin stick he’s been working on. “You help out just fine 
with the mats.” 


Rey ignores him and examines her finger. That’s the second cut in the last fifteen minutes, 
and she’s hardly got done cleaning one single fish. Tears burn in her eyes. 


Why do fish have to be so slimy and slippery? Their skin is one thing, but then once you 
cut them open all their guts and whatever makes everything way worse. It’d probably be 
going a lot easier if she’d just let Ben help her, show her how to do it a couple more times. 
Maybe guide her hands. But Rey feels like such a child when he does that. She wants to 
contribute something without being baby-stepped through the whole damn thing. 


She takes a deep breath and once again hunches over her fish, its mangled remains laid out 
on a big waxy leaf. The bone shard she’s using is sharper than it looks, and it’s not like it 
came with a handle, so she has to be careful to keep a firm grip on it while also remembering 
to aim her slices away from her other hand. 


It also doesn’t help that the blood and innards keep reminding her of the glass object from 
the beach. The image of it fills her mind without warning and then she’s consumed by a rush 
of terror and then— 


“Gah!” Rey cries out. She only nicked her thumbnail this time, so no blood, but it was 
close. 


Ben sighs from across the clearing. She’s about to start on the fish again when he says, 
“Put it down and come over here.” 


She considers running the opposite direction and crying her eyes out for a while, but 
decides against it. Ever since they found the thing a few days ago, Ben hasn’t let her out of 
his sight even once. No way is he going to just allow her to run around and get lost in the 
jungle on her own. 


Rey blinks away her tears and trudges over to Ben. He pats the dirt beside him, so she 
reluctantly kneels. 


He sets his stick aside — Rey notices sourly that he doesn’t have one single cut on his 
fingers — and takes her small hands in his big ones. He examines her injuries with a passive 
look on his face. 


Finally he asks, “Are you afraid?” 


“What?” At first Rey thinks he’s asking whether she’s afraid of him, and that pulls her up 
short. Rey realizes the answer is no, she’s not afraid of him. Not anymore. 
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“You’ve been distracted lately,” Ben explains. “Is it because you’re afraid of what we 
found on the beach?” 


“J—” Rey looks away and shrugs. She wants to tug her hands back, but he’s got them 
folded inside his own. It’s kind of nice. “I guess. I don’t know. That thing... I wish we knew 
what it was. It’s freaking me out. I keep having nightmares.” 


Ben rubs his thumbs over the top of her hands. He’s silent for long enough that Rey 
eventually glances back at him. He’s staring past her, thoughts churning behind his eyes. 


When he speaks, it’s not what Rey was expecting to hear at all. 


“T never did punish you for coming without permission, did I?” he says. Feels like he’s 
looking right into her soul. 


Rey freezes in shock. His words are nonsense to her at first, since they’re so far removed 
from the topic at hand. Then she makes the connection to that day on the beach. He’d told her 
not to come. It was her punishment, but she couldn’t hold it in. She came, and he laughed, 
and she thought that was it. But clearly she was mistaken. 


“Um.” Rey tries to shrink back but he’s holding her hands too tight for her to move. 


He tilts his head to the side and stares at her coldly. The shift in his demeanor is unnerving. 
“T think that’s what you could use right now, Rey. Some discipline.” 


She glances back towards her fish. He dismisses her lame excuse before she can even get it 
out of her mouth. 


“That can wait until later. Right now, I’d like you to straddle my legs facing away from 
me, please.” 


Rey bites her lip. “Do I have to?” 

There’s a hint of a smile at the corners of his lips. “Yes.” 

Rey shuffles over on her knees and is about to swing one leg over him when he stops her. 
“Take your clothes off first.” 

Rey balks. “But—” 


He grabs her jaw and forces her to look at him. He stares down his crooked nose at her and 
there’s not one ounce of compassion in his eyes. “Now, Rey. Unless you want me to do it.” 


Rey shakes her head, and he lets her go. 


She stands and shakily peels her shorts off. She wants to ask him if she really has to 
remove everything, even her underwear, but she already knows the answer. 


As she removes the last of her clothing and the familiar warm breeze brushes over her 
naked flesh, she gets a sudden lurch of excitement, like the feeling in her belly during that 
first moment of freefall at the beginning of a roller coaster. 


Rey does what he’d asked and straddles Ben’s legs, facing away from him. She stares at 
the trees and waits. It unnerves her that she can’t see his face or what he’s doing. 
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He trails his fingers down her spine. “Good. Now lean forward until you’re laying down 
flat against my legs, and grab my ankles.” 


Rey obeys, resting her cheek on his shin. Even his ankles are thick and strong. Her heart is 
pounding in anticipation. She doesn’t understand where he’s going with this. 


“T’m going to help you with this next bit, okay?” he says. “You’re going to lift your hips 
up as high as they can go, but I want you to keep your pretty face down. Don’t let go of my 
ankles.” 


Big rough hands grip her hips and slowly raise them until she’s kneeling with her butt held 
high in the air. Her back arches to keep her shoulders pressed down. 


Rey lets out a whimper. She can feel the air on her pussy again, and she’s suddenly aware 
that Ben has a front-row seat to all her most private bits. He can see everything. It doesn’t 
matter that they’ve been through all this before. Rey’s still just as embarrassed as the first 
time around. 


But not embarrassed enough to fight it. She’s learned her lesson on that one for sure. 


And just like the first time, Ben uses his thumbs to spread her lips open. He doesn’t touch 
her, even though a part of her sort of wants him to. He just holds her pussy open and makes 
her wait. 


When he speaks again, his voice is deep and rough. Like he’s a little out of breath. “Okay, 
honey. Now you’re going to hold nice and still while I spank you. I’m going to give you ten 
hits, and I don’t want to hear one word of protest from you or I’m starting over. Understand?” 


At the word ‘spank’ Rey starts to lift her head. “Wait, you can’t!” 


Ben presses harshly between her shoulder blades. “I can and I will. Consider this your 
warning. Just hold still and keep your mouth shut, and this’l be over before you know it.” 


The first smack comes in the middle of her left cheek. Rey isn’t ready for it and she yelps. 
A few seconds of shock are followed by a hot stinging sensation where he hit her. 


He traces his fingers over the spot and Rey shudders. 


For the second hit he goes for the same spot, but on her right cheek. Rey cries out again, 
stifling the sound against his sweats. She grips his ankles tighter. 


Another smack. Another smack. He alternates between her two cheeks, ignoring Rey’s 
gasps of pain with each one. 


The fifth hit comes at the inside of her thigh right where her leg meets her pussy. Rey’s 
hips buck away from the unexpected pain near such a sensitive place, and without thinking 
she cries out, “Please—!” 


Her stomach drops as she realizes what she’s done. 


“Oh,” he says softly, running his palm over her butt with gentleness that matches his voice. 
“Guess I’ ll have to start over.” 


She grits her teeth, forcing herself not to beg him for forgiveness. For all she knows, every 
word will bring her more punishment. 


35 


He hits her in the same spot, and as he does it he quietly says, “One.” 


And so it begins again. He’s not hitting her too hard, just enough to sting and probably 
redden up the skin a bit. The more brutal aspect of her punishment is the humiliation of 
having her legs spread wide, every part of her on display for this man. After every smack she 
can feel her butt jiggling. She has nowhere to hide. 


After her second round of five hits, Ben takes hold of her upper thighs and starts kneading 
them. It does something odd to her: the very tops of her thighs rub against her pussy in a way 
that has her holding her breath. She doesn’t know if he’s doing it on purpose, but it’s getting 
her riled up. 


A minute or so of that and he’s spreading her apart again. Rey clenches her cunt at the 
feeling. She can’t help it. Everything’s suddenly so sensitive down there. 


“Fuck,” Ben mutters. 


She wonders if she’s wet, and if he’s finally going to touch her. Maybe he changed his 
mind about continuing— 


Another smack stops that train of thought. Rey’s holding on to Ben’s ankles for dear life 
now. 


“Six,” he says. 
He hits her other cheek. “Seven.” 


Rey’s clit is throbbing. The spanking is starting to feel a very different sort of way to her. 
She’s not crying out anymore, instead biting her lip to hold back moans. 


Then, like an answer to her prayers, Ben’s finger roams down to her cunt. He circles her 
hole a few times, teasing her, before plunging in all the way down to the knuckle. 


Rey can’t silence her groan of pleasure. At least she keeps her head well enough to not say 
anything. 


“Clench for me, honey,” he says. 


Rey does what he says, milking his finger with her cunt as best she can. She’s been 
practicing the Kegels he taught her. Her muscles down there have gotten stronger, she can 
tell. 


“Good,” he whispers. He pulls his finger out and messily smears her wetness all over her 
pussy. Rey tries to grind against him, but he’s gone before she can really get anywhere. 


He smacks her again. “Eight.” 
“Nine.” 
“Ten.” 


Rey’s butt and thighs feel inflamed and her skin prickles with a stinging sensation that’s 
not completely unpleasant. It mingles with her intense arousal. All Rey can do is lay there, 
her ass in the air, and pant into Ben’s leg. 


He brushes his knuckles across her butt. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” 
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“No,” she answers in a tiny voice. 


“But your punishment isn’t over.” He palms both her cheeks and spreads them apart. Rey 
can feel just how wet she’s gotten, and this sensation of openness doesn’t help it any. 


She closes her eyes. Rey’s not sure if she can handle any more smacks. Can’t he just touch 
her already? 


“You can sit up now,” he tells her, releasing her butt. “Turn around and face me.” 


Relieved that this part of her punishment is over, at least, Rey props herself up on shaky 
arms and does what he says. When she turns around, Ben’s eyes go straight to her breasts. 
She resists the urge to cover her chest with her arms. Facing him like this suddenly brings 
about a wave of new shame. 


Ben shifts his legs a few inches apart, and since Rey’s still straddling him, it forces her to 
spread her knees further. The man is intent on keeping her exposed to the world, she’s 
realizing. 


“T need to get back to this,” he tells her, patting his spear-in-progress that he’d set aside 
while he handled her. “But I’m not quite done with you yet. Go ahead and lean down again 
like you were before.” 


Rey does what he asks. It puts her face right in front of the huge bulge in his sweats. 


Her cheeks flush red. “I don’t really know what...” She trails off, not sure how to express 
her hesitation. 


He ignores her and pulls down the hem of his sweats, freeing his cock. He wraps his hand 
around it and gives it a couple pumps before tapping it against her lips. Rey gets the memo 
and opens her mouth wide enough to let him in. 


“There you go, honey,” he says. Rey expects him to shove it deep down her throat, but he 
only pushes in far enough that the head is resting lightly on her tongue. “Now I’d like you to 
just suck on that while I work.” 


Rey holds onto his thighs and closes her mouth around the head of his cock. He groans, 
then picks up his spear and starts carefully shaving the wood away, curl by curl. 


His cock is easier to handle when it’s not shoved deep down her throat like he usually 
prefers. Rey sucks on the tip, falling into an easy rhythm that she doesn’t have to really think 
about. It’s calming, in a way, just letting him use her like this. 


At least she can do something to help. Even if it is just warming his cock while he works. 


It’s turning her on even more, actually. Rey’s long since realized that giving him oral gets 
her excited, but she’s never been this amped up. Maybe it’s because of all the teasing and 
spanking beforehand, or maybe it’s that aside from the occasional grunt or huff, Ben is mostly 
ignoring her and focusing on his woodworking. Whatever it is, it’s driving Rey nuts. She 
keeps getting the urge to slide her hand down between her legs. 


But she knows Ben would never go for that. Not during her punishment, not without him 
telling her to do it first. 
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And all the while, her ass and pussy are spread wide for the entire jungle to see, if only 
there was anyone there to appreciate it 


Rey doesn’t know how long she lays there for, but she does know that by the time Ben 
scrapes away the last of the wood and holds the newly-pointed tip of the spear up to the 
evening light, Rey is feeling a bit dizzy. That’s how amped up she is. 


He sets the stick down and pats her hair. “Alright, honey. You’ve been doing so well. Now 
I just need you to go all the way down, okay? Let’s finish this up.” 


He doesn’t wait for her to do it on her own, instead pushing her head down until his cock 
is nudging the back of her throat. Rey gags and takes deep breaths through her nose. She 
squirms against his legs. 


Ben shushes her and threads his fingers through her hair. Rey can feel drool pooling in her 
mouth and running out the corners, slathering the base of his cock with spit. He starts 
pumping her up and down. 


He doesn’t last long, what with all the stimulation she’d been giving him before this. As he 
gets closer he stops thrusting and instead pushes his cock deep into her mouth until her nose 
nudges his belly. 


“Suck on it, honey,” he groans. 


Rey tries her best, though she gags a couple more times. Her mouth is stretched wide and 
completely full of him, making it difficult. She swallows again and again, wiggling her 
tongue against the underside of his cock, and then he’s coming. 


She realizes too late what’s happening and the hand on the back of her head stops her from 
pulling away. She’s forced to swallow his come. It’s thick and tastes like salt, leaving a slimy 
feeling in her mouth. 


Ben finally lets her go and Rey sits up, taking huge gulps of air. 


She’s got some angry words brewing for him but before she can get any of it out, Ben sets 
his palm against her cheek and says, “So good for me, honey. So good that I think you 
deserve a reward.” 


Rey blinks. Her cunt throbs in response to his words. 
“Turn around and get into the first position I had you in.” 


She does so without complaint, keeping her legs spread wide and raising her butt high in 
the air. She holds onto his ankles just like before. Her body can’t seem to stop trembling. 


“Don’t move,” he says. 


Rey feels something against her pussy that at first she takes to be his finger. It swirls 
around her clit once and roams up to tease at her hole. 


She whimpers and wiggles her hips impatiently. 
“What did I say, Rey?” 
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She’s startled to feel his hot breath between her legs and suddenly realizes it’s not his 
finger. He’s using his tongue! 


“Wait—!” Rey cries out and tries to lurch away, but Ben grabs her hips and holds her in 
place. 


Then his mouth is on her again, this time covering her whole pussy with it. He hums, and 
Rey can’t help the moan that falls out of her mouth. All the fight drains out of her 
immediately. 


Ben traces figure eights over her lips with his tongue. He teases her, drawing wide circles 
around her clit, and she can’t move to force his touch to the spot she wants. But that doesn’t 
stop her from trying. 


If she wiggles too much in his grasp, he holds his mouth over her pussy and stops moving 
completely, waiting until she’s completely still and moaning for more. Then he’!I lightly flick 
her clit with his tongue, pause, and repeat that until Rey is crying out that she’s close, she’s so 
close, and at the very last minute Ben will move away, depriving her of her release. 


This might be a ‘reward’, but he sure doesn’t make it easy on her. 


After a seemingly endless amount of this torture, Ben pulls her clit into his mouth and 
starts sucking on it. The direct stimulation after so much teasing sends explosions of light 
behind Rey’s eyes, and it’s only seconds before she’s begging. 


“Please, can I come?!” Rey gasps. 
He doesn’t respond, continuing to suck on her at the same steady pace she used on him. 


“Please—-!” Rey can’t come without his permission. She knows she shouldn’t, and she’s 
trying her best to hold it back, but it’s just too much. She doesn’t know how long she can last. 
“Oh, please, please let me come, please!” The words come out in a jumble. 


Ben’s lips move against her pussy. “Yes,” he says, then starts lapping at her clit. 
“Ah-! ” 


Rey immediately falls over the edge, moaning Ben’s name into his sweats as she does. It 
feels like all the tension she’s built up over the last few days goes rushing out of her. As the 
orgasm fades, Rey collapses into Ben’s lap. 


“Poor girl,” he says condescendingly. She doesn’t have the energy to snap back at him. 


Ben lets her rest for a bit, then gathers her up in his arms and carries her off towards the 
beach. 


The sun winks through the trees. Rey is starting to come back to herself. She’s exhausted. 
Her legs are already starting to get sore from the odd position she had held them in for so 
long, and she’s covered in sweat and her own juices. She hopes they’re headed for a bath. 


“Feeling any better?” 


Ben is smiling down at her, but the faraway look in his eyes makes him seem... sad, 
almost. 


39 


The sex didn’t make any of her fears go away. Rey knows that. But for a while it was just 
the two of them, just her and Ben together, and nothing else was able to intrude on them. Not 
even... that. 


“Sort of,” she says. Rey doesn’t want to think about her fears right now. She’d rather just 
focus on the dappled sunlight warming her face and the feeling of Ben’s arms wrapped 
around her. All the rest of it can wait for tomorrow. 


“Just put it out of your mind, honey.” He says it soft like a lullaby. “We won’t go to that 
beach anymore. Everything will be fine. Whatever it is... it’s not our problem.” 


He pulls her closer and heads towards the sound of crashing waves. 
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5. Visceral 


Rey hates the way he talks to her sometimes. All the times, really. She’s certain that he’s 
spent years honing his craft. That’s the only explanation for how effortlessly he’s able to 
demean her. 


“Why don’t you get back to those shoes you were working on yesterday?” he’ll say, gently 
taking the fish hook and thread out of her hands. He always suggests, but never waits until 
she agrees. He decides for her. Even though maybe she doesn’t want to work on those stupid 
shoes. 


Or he’!I run his hand over her belly and say, “Have you been eating enough? You know we 
have plenty now. Go ahead and finish up that tuna from this morning.” 


Rey’s sick of fish. She’s sick of fucking fruit and slimy oysters that feel like snot sliding 
down her throat. 


But she can’t tell him that, because he’ll just pat her on the head and say oh-so- 
condescendingly, “Just do as I ask, honey.” 


She’s always ‘honey’ now. Aside from the part of her that swoons a little to be addressed 
so familiarly, like she belongs to him, the rest of her kind of wants to barf. 


“Honey,” he’ll say, and show her exactly what she was doing wrong with cooking up 
dinner. 


“Honey,” he’ll groan as he bends her over a log he dragged into their camp for this exact 
purpose and fucks her until they’re both exhausted. 


That’s where they’re at now. Rey is draped over this smoothed-down log, her ass in the air 
and the rest of her gone limp, and Ben is on top of her, his cock still inside her body and his 
arms propping him up on the dirt so he doesn’t crush her. 


Come trickles down Rey’s thigh. “What if I get pregnant?” she mumbles against the 
ground. 


Ben nuzzles into her hair. “You won’t. I had a vasectomy.” 
“But what if I do anyway?” 


He laughs, but a tired kind of laugh. “Then you better teach it to be afraid of me, because I 
don’t like babies.” 


Rey shudders at the thought of giving birth on an island without a single doctor to tell her 
how to do it and no smiley nurses pushing drugs into her back so she doesn’t scream her head 
off. 


“Enough about things that won’t happen,” he says. The weight of him lifts from Rey’s 
back, and his arms wrap around her middle to pick her up. He always washes her in the ocean 
afterwards. He likes doing all the work of it, and Rey doesn’t really mind letting him. 
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She waits until later, when they’re snuggled together in the hut and listening to crickets 
chirp, to continue her train of thought from before. 


“Speaking of things that won’t happen...” she begins. 

“We weren’t speaking of anything, actually,” Ben points out. 
“Yeah, we were. Before.” 

Ben snorts. “Okay. Go on, then.” 


It takes a minute to build up the question in her mouth, to unstick her tongue for long 
enough to say the words. They never talk about this. “What if we never get off this island?” 
she asks in a tiny voice. 


“We will.” 
“But what if—” 


Ben wraps his arms around her, pulling her in close. Lately Rey has taken to sleeping on 
his chest, curled up like a kitten on top of his big body. He’s not as soft as a mattress, but it’s 
better than the mats. 


“We will,” he insists in a low voice. “They’ll find us eventually. This is a big island, Rey. 
It exists on someone’s map. They’! come for us.” 


“Tf they were going to, wouldn’t they have already come?” Rey feels like she’s on the edge 
of crying and she hates her own weakness. 


Ben chews over whatever bullshit comfort he’s going to spout at Rey, and she doesn’t want 
to hear it, because it’! only make everything worse. He doesn’t know they’ ll get rescued, and 
pretending otherwise doesn’t help anyone, least of all Rey. 


So she abandons her question and asks a new one. “What if there’s already people living 
here? Why don’t we go find them?” 


“The island’s not that big. If there were people, we would’ve seen a sign of them. Smoke 
from a fire or something. We would know they were here by now.” 


“But how much of this place have we actually explored?” she huffs. She’s pleased with 
herself. Huffy people don’t cry. 


“Enough,” he says, but he sounds unsure. 


“T think we should go looking around.” Rey pictures her and Ben trekking around the 
island together. Maybe finding some wild chickens or a pizza bush. “We could pack up some 
food and your best tools, and maybe I could carry some mats, and we could just—” 


“No ” 


Rey squirms against him. “Why? Why do you get to just say ‘no’ and that’s it? Why are 
you always the boss about everything?” 
There’s a coldness emanating from Ben as he strokes her shoulder. “This isn’t about me 


being the boss. We don’t know what’s out there. What if I can’t protect you from... whatever 
we find?” 
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Like a mirage, the glass object on the beach flickers through her mind. She’s sure Ben is 
thinking the same thing. The implicit danger of the unknown. 


Ben sighs. “I told you not to worry anymore. I promise someone will come. Soon. I know 
they will. And until then, we’ll just hold tight and enjoy each other’s company.” 


Rey decides to believe him, just for tonight. She forces her body to relax, and Ben feels it. 
“That’s it,” he says. “Now, tell me what you’re going to do once you get home.” 


Home. The thought of her pitiful barely-more-than-trailer-trash home cluttered with beer 
cans and, inevitably, her uncle passed out drunk somewhere, fills her with distaste. She forces 
all that out of her mind. “We’re probably going to get some crazy payout from the airline, 
right? That’s what happens in movies when people are in a plane crash.” 


“Yeah. Buttloads of cash, that’s what’s waiting for us.” And then he chuckles. “Not that I 
need it.” 


“Wha—” Rey props herself up to look him in the eye. “You’re rich?!” 
“Kind of,” he says, shrugging. “I’m comfortable.” 


Rey squints. “That’s the exact kind of thing super rich people say.” Something about this 
fact makes her feel all sour, although she’s not sure why. Of course he’s rich. He’s strong, he’s 
capable, he’s basically everything an adult should be. And Rey is hardly more than a kid, 
really. 


Ben laughs at her expression. “If you want, you can have my payout.” 
“T don’t need your pity,” she grumbles. 


He pulls her back down against him. “Not pity. Maybe I just think you deserve the cash for 
putting up with me all this time.” 


Rey rolls her eyes. “Whatever.” 
“You didn’t answer my question, though,” he prods. 


She could stay grumpy, but given she doesn’t really understand why she’s so grumpy, and 
also given that she’s pretty tired, Rey lets it go. She thinks for a minute and says, “I guess the 
first thing I’d do is buy the biggest, juiciest burger on the menu at the first burger joint I 
pass.” 


“What if it’s McDonalds?” 

“That’s fine. I don’t mind McDonalds.” 

Ben makes a gagging sound. “Something must be wrong with you, girl.” 
“Not all of us had the money to develop fancy-pants tastes, okay?” 

“Sorry, sorry.” He pats her shoulder. “You’d go for the burger. Then what?” 


“T don’t know.” Rey yawns. The day is catching up with her. “Take a real shower, I guess. 
Use up a whole bar of soap scrubbing island filth off my body. Smother myself in lotion. And 
then when I finally get back home, I’m going to buy myself a big-ass house with a different 
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room for everything I like to do. And I’ll have a crazy party and every single friend I’ve ever 
had will be invited.” 


“Would I be invited?” Ben asks softly. 


Rey considers Ben in the context of the real world, the one where she’s a nobody and has 
nothing. She imagines him in a suit with a briefcase in his hand stuffed with reports and 
money, going to some important meeting, and how if she had met him in her regular life, he 
wouldn’t have even looked at her. It kind of makes her sad. 


“Yeah,” she says. “If you wanted to be.” 


Ben is quiet, too. Like maybe he’s thinking the same thing she is. 


Rey’s taking a nap. Or, trying to anyway. Naps are a thing she never got to do back home, 
but since she has nearly unlimited time to waste nowadays, she takes them long and often. 


But today she just can’t get comfortable. The mats lie flat on the carefully leveled dirt, but 
when she stretches out on them it feels like they’re bunching up beneath her. She wishes there 
were sheep on the island so they could make a real bed. 


It doesn’t help that Ben’s been making rustling noises out in the camp for a while now. He 
went to the beach this morning like always, but he came back pretty quick. Maybe there 
weren’t any good crabs out today. 


Rey gives up on her nap and opens the door, crawling out into the hot midmorning sun. 


Ben’s got his backpack sat in the middle of the clearing. Rey can clearly see some grassy 
bundles, probably wrapped-up food, and some clothes stuffed in there, along with a few tools 
and homemade rope. The rest of his stuff that he usually stores in the backpack is set aside in 
a neat pile by the hut. Rey nearly trips over it on her way out. 


“What—” she starts to ask. Then Ben comes into view, carrying his newest walking-stick- 
slash-spear, and the apologetic look on his face makes it all click. 


Rey crosses her arms smugly. “So you liked my idea after all, then, huh?” 


He half-smiles and starts zipping up his pack. “I was already considering an exploration 
trip before you mentioned it.” 


“Well, let me pull on my shoes, and I’11—” 
“Rey.” His voice is hard and stops her dead in her tracks. “You’re not going.” 


She whips around to gape at him. “What?! You mean you’re just going to leave me here 
and go off into the jungle? What if you don’t come back?” 


“Better than if we both go, and neither of us come back.” 


“But...” But you cant leave. I can’t take care of myself here, not without someone to tell 
me everything’s okay. “But I’ll be alone here. How long will you be gone for?” 
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Ben stands and wraps his arms around her, pulling her close to his chest, and she starts to 
cry. She can’t help it, not with him holding her like this. She doesn’t hug him back. 


He murmurs into her hair. “Only a night, I hope. I won’t go far. Just hoping to get a lay of 
the land. Then next time, after I’m sure it’s safe, we can go together. Okay?” 


Rey nods, even though nothing about this is okay to her. Ben’s heart is level with her ear. It 
thumps slower than hers does. How will she make it through the night without him here? 


“T have to go, honey. I’m losing light.” He pulls away and takes her face in his hands, 
wiping away her tears with his thumbs. Rey doesn’t look at him, at least not until she notices 
him leaning in close. 


His lips press against hers soft and sweet. Rey cranes her face up to meet him better, and 
her distress is momentarily forgotten. He’s never kissed her before. She slides her hands up 
his chest to wrap around his neck. 


Ben doesn’t kiss like the other people she’s done this with. Those guys, they always acted 
like they were starving and she was their first meal in forever. Ben kisses like he’s trying to 
wake her up from a very deep sleep. Quiet and calm, with only the slightest bit of insistence. 


Rey tries to deepen the kiss, maybe to make him stay here and do other things, but he 
breaks away before she can get far. 


“You'll see me tomorrow,” he promises. He pulls the backpack over his shoulders and 
grips his spear. “I promise.” 


Then he leaves. 


All day long Rey has no idea what to do with herself. She checks all their water catchers 
and frets about what Ben will do if it rains. She nibbles nervously on a piece of fruit while she 
paces around the clearing and ends up tossing the rest of it out. It tastes too sweet to her, like 
it’s gone bad. 


What would Ben tell her to do if he was here? 


Rey moves the pile of his stuff into the hut so those little island rats they’ve occasionally 
glimpsed don’t go rooting through it. She considers walking to the beach and doing some 
fishing, or maybe she could look for crabs, but ultimately decides against it. The beach just 
feels so big, especially without Ben there as an anchor. The waves crash against her eardrums 
and the ocean is so huge and deep. She wants to be brave, but she can’t make herself go. 


She’d rather stay here in their clearing where everything is compact and enclosed and safe. 
Even the endless sky is made smaller here by all the trees. 


So mostly, Rey doesn’t do a whole lot of anything all day. Except for worrying. 


She gets the fire rolling once the sun has started to set and reheats herself a quick dinner, 
even if she’s not hungry. They’ve been experimenting with seasoning some of the fish with 
leaves that Ben thinks might be some type of herb, so that’s what Rey eats. It’s okay. She eats 
it all, because Ben would tell her to. 


The fire’s down to coals and Rey can’t pretend to be busy any longer, so she reluctantly 
tucks herself back into the hut and tries to settle down. It’s just as uncomfortable as it was 
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earlier today. Rey tosses and turns and wishes her big human pillow wasn’t off adventuring. 


Finally she moves to Ben’s spot. It’s probably her imagination but it smells a little like him 
over here on the mats. She’s finally able to get comfortable, but sleep is a long way off. 


Nature is the loudest thing on the planet, Rey thinks. Every night it’s the waves crashing 
against the beach, and it’s hundreds of crickets looking for someone to mate with, and it’s 
weird creaks and croaks and branches snapping from whatever animals live here. Night birds 
rustling in the leaves. That kind of thing, and it’s all just way too loud. 


It’s so easy to imagine the noises as something much scarier than what they really are. 
Rey’s always thinking she’s hearing a big animal stomping around out there, looking for 
someone to eat. 


Maybe it’s because Ben’s gone, but that’s what she keeps imagining now. Some animal, 
like a boar or a bear, crashing through the jungle just past their clearing. The sounds are 
awfully close and loud. Are they usually this loud? Rey can’t remember. 


How much of it is outside and how much is her own pounding heart, her own rapid 
breathing whooshing behind her ears? 


Then she thinks she couldn’t possibly be imagining it, because Rey hears 
very real footsteps of something lumbering closer and closer through the grass and vines. She 
stares wide at the pitch-dark wall in front of her face and she doesn’t know what to do. She’s 
picturing a real life bear, or bigfoot, or some crazy glassblown monster. 


Blue moonlight fills the hut as the door suddenly swings open. Rey lets out a feeble yell as 
she backs towards the opposite wall, expecting to come face-to-face with her own death, but 
she doesn’t. 


It’s Ben. Stooping to look at her through the doorway, it’s him. He’s back. 


“Hey,” he says, crouching to gather her up into his arms. “Hey, it’s me. It’s okay, honey. 
It’s just me.” 


And for the second time that day, Rey starts crying. 


It takes her a while to calm down from the jarring shift from abject terror to relief. Ben sits 
with her in his lap and gently rocks her, rubbing her back and whispering nonsense into her 
hair. 


Finally, once her tears have turned to hiccups, Rey asks him, “Why are you back?” 


Ben doesn’t say anything at first, just runs his fingertips over her arms. Then he gives her 
the answer she was dreading. “Because I found something.” 


“What was it?” 


He hesitates. “Before I go into it, I need to tell you something else first.” He says it like he 
doesn’t actually want to tell her anything, which only makes Rey more curious. 


“So then tell me.” She pulls back far enough to look at him. 


He’s staring past her, back out the open door. He doesn’t look hurt or even dirty, although 
he smells like sweat. Rey doesn’t mind that smell. Even before she got used to it, she found it 


46 


kind of nice. Musky. 


After a moment of collecting his thoughts, he starts telling her the story in a hushed voice. 
“This happened a while ago, back when I found that boar. A month or so after we got here. I 
knew there were boars out there. I’d seen the tracks, and we really needed the meat.” 


Rey nods encouragingly. 


“That was the furthest I’d gone inland until today. I was following the tracks and keeping 
my ears honed in for any noises that might tip me off, not paying attention to much else. As it 
got later in the day, I became more desperate to find the brute and be done with it. I came 
across him in his den just as I was about to turn back.” 


Rey remembers the boar, its big carcass stretched across Ben’s shoulders. It had brown 
bristly fur and it was bigger than she thought a boar could be. 


As if thinking the same thing, Ben says, “A heavy motherfucker, he was. I’m sure you 
remember the size. By the time he was good and dead, daylight was fading fast. I was rushing 
to get back before it got too dark to see. And then—” 


“And then?” 
“T saw it. One of those... things. The glass ones.” 
Rey sucks in a quick gasp. “Where?” 


“In the dirt, just off the path I was walking. It was peeking up out of the dirt, maybe by 
about a foot, but I couldn’t tell what it was. Just that it looked shiny and out of place.” 


Rey doesn’t know what to say. She can picture it all clearly in her mind, like it happened to 
her and not Ben. 


Maybe it’s because of what he sees in her face, but he hurries through the rest of the story, 
like he’s afraid Rey will stop him. “I knew I didn’t have much time, but I thought maybe it 
could be helpful, so I went over for a better look. Even up close I couldn’t figure out what it 
was. So I tried to grab it.” 


The silence that follows is filled with everything Rey does and doesn’t want to know. Even 
if she were to push, she gets the sense that Ben wouldn’t have the words to describe what 
happened when he made contact. 


“The...” Ben clears his throat, then continues. “The light was fading fast by then, and that 
boar was heavier than hell on my shoulders. I decided I’d go back and check it out another 
day. But I never did.” 


Rey feels a flash of frustration and pushes against his chest. “Why did you keep this from 
me?” 


She expects him to talk down to her like he always does, to tell her she’s being absurd, but 
instead he says, “I know, I probably shouldn’t have. You deserved to know. That’s partially 
why I’m telling you now.” 


“You always-!” 
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Ben takes her face in his hands. “Listen. There was nothing that could be done about it, 
whether you knew or not. Until I saw the one on the beach, I half-thought I had imagined it. 
All it would’ve done was scare you, anyway. The last thing you needed was some wild story 
about weird things in the jungle.” 


Rey looks at him dolefully. “Then why are you telling me now? Why not just keep me in 
the dark forever?” 


He looks sorry, he does. And sad. “Because I found another one today,” he says. “And I 
think you’ll want to see it.” 


Rey clings to his shirt. She looks for something in his eyes that would tell her he’s lying, or 
playing some lame joke, or losing his mind, maybe. Yes, she had wanted to go explore and 
discover — but this wasn’t the type of discovery she had in mind. 


“When?” she hears herself whisper. 


He cups the back of her head and presses her cheek to his chest. “Tomorrow,” he says. His 
voice sounds like distant thunder. 


Rey hardly sleeps at all that night. Even curled up on top of Ben, she lays there blinking at 
the wall for hours. 


Maybe that’s why the next morning, as they do their usual chores and prepare for another 
trip, everything looks like a dream to Rey. Shiny and blurry and a bit removed from her. She 
has to keep telling herself that it’s real, that she’s awake. 


“Poor thing,” Ben says when he catches her staring off into space again instead of sorting 
the fish that’s still good from the bad stuff. “We don’t have to go today. You need a nap.” 


Rey shakes her head obstinately. The very absolute last thing she needs is another night of 
stewing over this. No thanks. 


They set out earlier in the day than Ben had, and he tells her that he had done a whole lot 
of meandering yesterday until he found ‘it’. Today, he says, today they’ ll go straight there and 
straight home. They won’t be hiking in the dark. 


Stomping through the forest in her patched-up shoes and long pants for the brambles, Rey 
pretends she’s in a TV show about a group of people forced to survive in some remote place. 
She imagines that all the other people were flunked out failures and only she and Ben were 
tough enough and smart enough to make it this far. 


This is her ultimate challenge, she thinks. The season finale of the TV show, where she 
and Ben face something out of a horror story, and Rey’s millions of fans watching from home 
are cheering her on to win. She just has to not wimp out is all. 


The jungle gets denser the further in they go. Ben uses his spear thing to hold aside big 
rubbery branches and ferns the size of trees. They find a fruit that Ben says is similar to a 
papaya, but he can’t remember the name. They pick a few and share one as they continue 
their trek. Rey thinks it tastes like a mango. 


What she wouldn’t give for some hiking boots. Her feet are soaked with some nasty 
mixture of mud and sweat. Ben was right; she should’ve prioritized the shoes she’s been 
working on. 
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It’s early afternoon by the time they reach their destination. Rey can tell when they’re 
getting close from how quiet Ben gets. Not his usual quiet, but Cold Quiet. Rey goes quiet 
too. 


“Here,” he says finally, leading her out into a clearing. 
The first thing Rey thinks of is, this is exactly the perfect spot for a season finale. 


It’s obvious why nothing’s growing here. A couple steps takes Rey from lush forest to 
solid rock. This clearing is some kind of stone alcove with pebbles and crumpled chunks of 
rock scattered around, and off to her right, she spots an oblong hole leading down to pitch 
black terror. A cave. 


All of this, Rey takes in with a quick cursory glance, because near the center of the 
clearing is something that immediately commands her entire attention. 


She’d seen how deep Ben had dug around that glass object on the beach. They could only 
guess at how long it truly was, how far down into the sand it was rooted. At the time, Rey had 
held this image in her head that it went all the way to the center of the earth. 


But to see a similar object towering above her, it makes her feel completely different. And 
not just one object. Rey counts five. 


Five twisting glass rods rising out of solid rock, not one of them the same height as the 
others. The shortest one would about meet Rey’s knee, the tallest perhaps a few inches above 
Ben’s head. They stand in a cluster, a little mini-forest straight out of a fantasy novel, and 
unlike the one on the beach these vary greatly in thickness. The bunches of glass cords and 
empty rivers somehow give off an impression of enormous strength and power, like the leg of 
a mighty giant spliced open and petrified into something otherworldly. 


Rey stares in awe. Sunlight flickers through the surrounding trees and makes the objects 
glisten spectacularly. It’s nothing like she’s ever seen before. It’s... 


“Beautiful,” Rey whispers. 


Ben turns his head sharply to stare at her. His face is hard, like none of the majesty of 
what’s in front of them is hitting him. Rey can make out a shadow of fear lurking at the 
corners of his eyes. 


Fear. Should she be afraid? Neither of them understand this bizarre phenomena. Maybe 
it’s dangerous, maybe not. Rey tries to remember all her anxiety from before. The nightmares, 
the difficulty focusing, the heat at her palms and in her chest. 


She takes a step closer to them. Just looking. 


Ben clears his throat, and the sound feels sacrilegious. The clearing has taken on a sort of 
church-like quality to Rey. Like maybe they should only be whispering here. 


“Tt’s grown,” he says. 
Rey furrows her brow at him. 


“Since yesterday.” He motions at the objects, lifting his hand to indicate rising height. 
“They’re taller. Maybe a couple inches, I don’t know.” 
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She stares open-mouthed at the cracks in the rock branching out from the base of these 
things where they’d been forced through. She tries to wrap her mind around something 
tunneling through such thick stone without a scratch to show for it. 


Actually, now that she really looks at them, it doesn’t appear the objects were forced 
through. There’s a few cracks here and there, but the rock is molded perfectly around the 
bases, like someone cut the exact shapes of the objects out of the rock, right down to the 
finest details. It’s astounding. 


Rey walks slowly until she’s an arm’s length away from one of them. She crouches down 
on her heels and marvels at the intricate designs coiling along the surface of it. She hadn’t had 
the opportunity to get so close to the other one, and now she can see that the inside isn’t 
completely transparent like she had thought. No, instead it undulates, refracting light in odd 
ways, and Rey thinks she can even see some bubbles of air — or something else — running 
throughout. 


Unthinking, she reaches out and touches her fingertips to the object. 


For a flash of a second, Rey leaves her body and enters the object. Or maybe whatever 
lives in the object leaves itself and enters her. There is a sense of movement, of shifting and 
sliding, and she feels the sensation of cold glass all along her body, not just where her fingers 
meet the surface of it. She does not move, but wild rainbows of color bend and crackle 
throughout her vision. There’s a rushing sound inside her head. 


Then with a jolt it all stops. Ben is gripping her under her arms and yanking her away from 
the cluster of glass. He gets her back to the edge of the clearing before she’s recovered 
herself, her eyes struggling to focus on the suddenly bland and flat scene around her. 


“Tt was cold,” Rey says to him. “Why was it so cold?” She watches her hand flex in front 
of her face. It looks unchanged. 


She feels confused. How had it felt, again? The experience had been so jarring, so vivid, 
and yet most of it is gone from her already. 


“T told you not to touch it.” Ben doesn’t sound angry, just scared. 


Rey thinks to herself that he’s definitely getting eliminated tonight. Which makes her the 
for sure winner of her imaginary TV show. Queen Survival, they’ II call her. 


Then she says, “I think we should go.” Because even though she could just be loopy from 
the almost-no-sleep she got last night, everything is feeling very out of control, very spinny 
and insubstantial all of a sudden, and Rey just doesn’t want to be wandering through the crazy 
jungle anymore. She wants to be home. 


“We will,” Ben says. He helps her up. “But I want you to see one last thing.” 
Rey’s legs feel like they’re made of cheap Legos. “Okay?” 
“Look,” he says, pointing out deeper into the jungle. 


Rey squints. Past the trees, she can just barely make out a tall glimmering structure. The 
way the sunlight flickers through it is familiar in the very worst way. She can’t see where it 
stops, only that it rises past where the foliage blocks her vision. But she can tell that it’s 
thicker than most of the surrounding trees. 
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“Oh,” she says quietly. “Oh. That.” 
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6. Neural 


Rey is dreaming. Later she won’t remember what she was dreaming of, just that it was 
bright and interesting and she couldn’t wait to see where it led. 


There’s a sound in her periphery, a familiar sound, but Rey brushes it away. It does not 
interest her. 


It happens again, though, and now she can’t ignore it. She feels like she’s being pulled up 
through fathoms of deep blue water. It’s pressing in on all sides, and the surface is right there, 
just right there— 


Rey opens her eyes. Her body is stiff against the uncomfortable mat. Why isn’t she on top 
of Ben like always? 


Something pushes against her butt, warm and insistent and big, and the situation suddenly 
makes sense to her. 


“What—” Rey starts, but then a hand clamps over her mouth. 


There’s a shushing noise at her ear. “Quiet down for now, honey,” Ben says from behind 
her. He grinds his cock into her butt again. 


Rey’s the little spoon, but not in a cute way. All she can do is stare at the wall and whimper 
into his hand. It’s so big it covers bother her mouth and nose, and she’s having a bit of a time 
trying to breathe. That’s where most of her focus goes. Maybe that’s why she’s not fighting as 
much as she normally would. 


What a rude way to wake someone up. 


Ben pushes her shorts and underwear down and laughs quietly when she tries to squirm 
away. His body is a hard wall behind her, and he’s got a firm hold on her hip, so she’s not 
going anywhere. Not that there would be anywhere to go. 


Been there, done that. 


She paws at his hand on her mouth and tries to say ‘please’. It comes out as muffled 
nonsense. Her lungs are heaving and she’s feeling a little lightheaded. 


“You gonna be quiet?” Ben asks her. 
Rey does her best to nod. 
“Pinky promise?” 


What more does he want? Rey hangs onto his wrist and wiggles her butt against his crotch, 
hoping he’! take that as a firm ‘yes’. 


And he does. Rey gulps down fresh air when his hand pulls away, and she’s so 
preoccupied with that, she doesn’t notice at first when he tugs her arms behind her back. 


“Quite the wake-up call, huh, sweet thing?” 
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Rey tries to kick at him, not hoping for an injury but just as a way to express her irritation 
without yelling. He hates yelling. Unfortunately she misses; her aim is terrible at this angle, 
and she’s still coming to her senses from all that lack of air before. 


“Fuck you,” she spits. “I’m not in the mood right now.” 


“T don’t really remember asking you.” He pulls her shoulders back flush against his chest, 
looping his arm around her to keep her in place. “Why don’t you just go back to sleep?” 


“T’d love nothing better,” she says dryly. 


“Then again, if you were asleep I wouldn’t get to enjoy your feeble attempts at fighting me 
off.” With his other hand he positions her hip so that the head of his cock is prodding her 
entrance. “So cute.” 


With how he’s holding her, Rey’s back is forced to arch away from him, pushing her chest 
out. Ben takes notice of this and shoves her shirt up so her breasts are exposed to the open air. 
Her nipples are already hard from all the struggling. 


“Don’t have the patience for warming you up tonight, honey.” His cock is already pressing 
into her. “You’ll just have to deal.” 


Rey jerks away. It hurts. She’s not ready at all, and her muscles down there are way tensed 
up, so it feels like something’s tearing or burning. He’s too big to force his way in like this. 
She clenches tight like she can keep him out. 


“Come on,” he murmurs. “Little pig, little pig, let me in.” 
Ben slides in another half-inch and Rey groans in pain. He’s going to make her bleed. 


“That’s where you say ‘not by the hairs on my chinny-chin-chin!’ or something. Right?” 
He shifts his hips in a circle like he’s trying to ease her open. It doesn’t work. “Not so much 
into roleplay, are you?” 


His hand leaves her hips and he starts lazily tracing circles around her nipple. 


Rey is seven levels deep in discomfort and she feels weak. Her brain is entering that weird 
zone where she can’t think straight and she can’t tell what she wants. It’s easier to just let Ben 
take over, despite the fighting part of her personality screaming ‘no’. 


“N-never had the opportunity to try it,” she gasps. It still hurts, but he’s stopped pushing 
for the moment, and she’s grateful for the break. “But even if I was, I wouldn’t want to be a 


pig.” 
“No? Then what?” 


When Rey doesn’t answer he pinches her nipple. The pressure’s soft at first, but it gets 
harder and harder until Rey is squirming against him, unwittingly pushing herself further onto 
his cock. 


“Then what?” he asks again. “What fantasies do you play out in your little head, honey? 
Tell me one.” 


“JI don’t—” She can’t stop herself from jerking around, but all the movement is causing 
her to fuck herself on his cock. Her cunt is stretched wide around him. “T-teacher and 
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student?” 


Truthfully that’s not her go-to sex fantasy, but it’s the first one that comes to mind, so 
that’s what she has to go with. At least after she says it, Ben lets up on how tight he’s 
squeezing her. He goes back to tickling his fingertips over her skin. 


“Boring,” he says. “I mean, it would be kind of fun to get you dolled up in a schoolgirl 
outfit and bend you over my desk. I’ve actually done that exact fantasy with another woman, 
although she was much older than you. But it’s just so... I don’t know. Played-out.” 


Rey tries to make her voice jokey, even though she feels anything but. “W-what do you 
want from me? I don’t exactly have a whole lot of experience with these things. I’m only 
nineteen.” 


“That you are.” He pulls out a little, and at first Rey thinks he’s miraculously changed his 
mind about tonight’s assault, but instead he just starts shallowly fucking her. “A sweet, young 
thing like you wouldn’t know anything about roleplay, would you?” 


It sounds like he’s talking more to himself, so Rey doesn’t answer. 


Then, without any warning, he sinks himself all the way down into Rey until his hips are 
pressing into her butt. She cries out. He’s filling her to the brim and stretching her as far as 
she can go. And he’s so warm inside of her. It’s too much. 


“So tight,” he grunts. “How do you feel, sweetheart? How does having me inside of you 
like this feel?” 


Rey tries to stay very still. “Full,” she says in a small voice. “I feel full.” 
“T bet you do. Your little pussy can barely take all of daddy’s cock, huh?” 


Rey’s taken off-guard until she realizes he’s trying out some roleplay with her. This 
particular fantasy is foreign to her — truth be told, up until the island Rey’s interests had been 
rather tame — but she’s handled a lot worse from Ben than some weird dirty talk, so Rey 
does the smart thing and nods back. 


Ben pulls out a ways, and then eases back in just as slowly. It’s not hurting so much now, 
just a lot of pressure. It might be the angle, too. Something about this position makes him feel 
extra huge inside of her. 


“Why don’t you call me daddy?” he says, giving her another leisurely thrust. “Call me 
daddy and beg me to fuck you.” 


She’s never had a real dad, so it feels weird to call somebody that. Maybe it would be 
weirder if she did have a real dad. 


Ben teases her nipple again. “Come on, honey. Say it for me.” 


But Rey doesn’t want him pounding into her right now. She’s sleepy and sore from their 
hike and her body isn’t ready for him. So she says, “Please don’t, daddy. I don’t want you to 
hurt me. Please don’t f—” 


It has the opposite effect. Ben moans, grabs her hip, and starts thrusting hard and deep. It’s 
sudden, and Rey isn’t prepared for it at all. 
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“Fuck,” Ben mutters, flexing the arm that’s holding her in place. “What was that? What 
did you want, sweetheart?” 


Now that he’s hitting his stride it’s not too uncomfortable for Rey anymore. In fact, it’s 
getting to be quite the opposite. But that’s not what he wants to hear, she’s realizing. He wants 
something very different tonight. 


“Daddy, please stop!” she cries out. 


He’s breathing hard into her hair as he picks up the pace. With every thrust there’s a lewd 
slap as his hips smack against her butt. 


Rey feels herself getting wetter. She always prefers it when he goes hard, although he 
usually warms her up first. “I don’t want this, daddy, please—” 


Surprisingly the dirty talk is exciting her, too. She already barely has any say in their 
sexual activities, but to remove the last little bit of responsibility from her shoulders is 
liberating. It frees her to feel however she likes, because none of it is her fault or her choice. 


Even when little gasps and moans find their way out of her mouth, it’s okay. Because she 
can’t help it. She can’t stop him. 


Ben comes not long after that. Rey’s not even close to her own end, but this is where he 
usually helps her, so she’s not worried. 


“Good girl,” he says breathlessly. He pushes his cock down into her as far as it will go, 
keeping her full even as he goes soft. “Now you can go back to sleep if you want.” 


Even if he wasn’t still holding her tight in this arched position, Rey doesn’t think she could 
sleep. She’s too keyed-up. “Daddy, I—” She feels her cheeks grow hot. Is she supposed to 
keep up the charade? 


“What is it?” 


“T feel...” She bites her lip. Even now, after he’s made her come so many times before, she 
still can’t get the words out to ask. She’s never had to ask. 


His voice rumbles deep in his chest. “What do you feel?” he asks, although she’s sure he 
knows. She’d bet he’s smiling big at her embarrassment. 


Instead of answering she starts wiggling her hips, grinding against him. She can’t hit the 
right angle this way, but at least maybe he’|l get the picture. 


“You needy little girl,” he mutters. He doesn’t meet her thrusts, just watches her writhe 
desperately. “After all that fight, you still want me to help you come. Is that it?” 


Rey whimpers. She wishes she could pull her shirt down. He’s peeling her open and 
exposing every layer of shame she’s got. He’s right, too — she always acts like getting fucked 
is such torture, at least at first, but then when once he gets her going, she loses all her 
conviction. Just like that. 


Ben hums. “Why don’t you do some clenches around me, and then I’ ll see how I feel?” 


Despite all her internal consternation she obeys immediately, clenching her muscles 
around his cock in the rhythm that she knows he likes. It feels nice for her, too, almost like 
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she’s pleasuring herself around him. The quiet groans he’s making don’t hurt either. 
She feels him start to grow hard inside of her again. Doesn’t usually happen that fast. 


Ben lets her go on like that for a while, milking him hard. Then he seems to break and 
slides his cock in and out a couple times. It makes a slick squelching sound because of all his 
come and her wetness, and Rey wants to hide her face from the humiliation of it. 


“Look at that,” he says. ‘I’m all lubed up. How considerate of you, honey.’ He lifts her ass 
cheek and spreads her open the way she loves and hates. “I think I’Il go for round two.” 


But he doesn’t start pumping into her again like she’s expecting. Instead he slides right out 
of her cunt, and then Rey feels a slippery hot pressure against her asshole. 


She yelps in shock and tries to scramble away. “No, no-!” 
Ben sighs. “If you don’t relax, this is going to be so much worse than it has to be.” 


He’s right. This is a fight she’ll never win. Rey blinks away tears and does her best to relax 
her muscles. He starts pushing in, and she can feel her body resisting, no matter how slack 
she tries to go. It just doesn’t work. 


Ben swears into her hair and keeps pushing despite her whimpers of pain. He seems unable 
to stop now that he’s started. Worst still, her muscles keep involuntarily contracting around 
him and pulling him deeper inside. 


He stops for a minute, like he has to catch his breath. Rey’s putting all her focus into not 
struggling, so she doesn’t much enjoy the reprieve. 


“Should’ve known your ass would be just as sweet as your cunt.” He uses his grip on her 
to push in further, bringing a wince from Rey. It burns. “Love how you’re clenching around 
me like that. Does it feel good?” 


“N-not doing it on purpose,” she whimpers. 


He grinds into her, stretching her walls in a way she’s never felt before. Rey cries out and 
fights against his arm still wrapped around her, keeping her in place. 


“Oh no,” he murmurs. His cock eases out of her a ways, and then slides back in, still slick 
with his own come. “Does it hurt, honey?” 


Rey’s breath hitches and she nods. 


He clicks his tongue. “Poor thing. Poor, sweet girl.” He doesn’t sound sorry at all as he 
starts pumping his cock in and out at a more regular pace. 


It’s all too much for Rey. The sensation is like nothing she’s ever felt. The stretching, 
aching pain would be difficult enough to deal with, but on top of that her cunt is still swollen 
with unsated arousal. As he pushes into her ass, she can feel a slurry of come and her own 
wetness leak out of her. 


Ben notices, of course. “Such a mess,” he chides as he dips his hand between her legs. He 
gathers more of their shared lubrication and pulls his cock out far enough to smear it over 
himself. When he plunges back into her, that red-hot-pain has diminished some. 
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“If we were back home,” he says in between grunts, “I’d buy you a beautiful set of plugs 
and dildos. Anytime I’d fuck you, I’d plug up your unused hole, just so you could feel nice 
and full. You’d always be ready for me, wouldn’t you, honey?” 


“Yes, daddy,” Rey whimpers. 


“Yeah, you would.” He reaches around between her legs and slips a couple fingers into her 
cunt, impaling her while he continues to grind into her ass. “So easy to fill you right up with 
how small you are, huh, sweetheart? Tell me how it feels.” 


“Tt’s... it’s too much,” Rey whispers. 


“Ts it?” He worms another finger into her cunt and chuckles at her groan. “Doesn’t it feel 
good?” 


No, she thinks. She’s aroused, sure, but even that feeling is too much for her, like an itch 
she can’t quite reach. Her ass doesn’t hurt anymore at least. The sensation of fullness is 
feeding into her excitement, and she’s all tethered down exactly how she usually loves. But 
she’s being pulled too many directions at once. She doesn’t know how to process it. 


Rey doesn’t answer, and Ben doesn’t seem to care. “When we make it to land,” he says, 
“T’m going to fill you up with a dildo in your cunt and a nice, thick vibrating plug in your ass. 
I’ll sit you down beneath my desk and you’ll just stay there quietly until I have to take a call. 
Then I’ll let you suck my cock while I land myself a fat deal. How’s that sound?” 


Ben’s fantasy makes Rey wetter. She pictures some fancy high-rise condo with an office 
that’s all windows and cold steel, and a big black desk right in the middle of it. That’s where 
Ben sits, him in his tailored suit and his hair in a bun. And just like he said, Rey kneels 
between his legs stripped completely naked, tied up and stuffed full of toys. All wet and hot 
with nothing to do about it but suck his cock like Ben asks. 


Rey moans. 


“That’s it, honey,” Ben coos. He’s thrusting hard enough now that he’s out of breath. “You 
like picturing yourself as my little office slut, huh? You don’t have to be good at anything 
except doing exactly what I say.” 


Rey tries to grind her clit against him, or at least fuck herself on his fingers, but he holds 
her tight and prevents her from moving at all. 


“Nuh-uh,” Ben says. “You’ll come from my cock in your ass or not at all. And you’d better 
hurry, because I’m almost done.” 


She shuts her eyes tight and returns to the picture he’d painted in her mind, but all the 
fantasizing in the world isn’t enough to send her over the edge, not with her cunt being 
neglected like this. 


The more desperate she gets, the more excited it makes Ben, and before long he’s spilling 
another load of come in her body. All Rey can do is take it and squirm in frustration. 


Rey cries out again when his cock slides away from her. She’s sore as she’s ever been, 
exhausted, and to top it off, still incredibly horny. Her cunt throbs with every beat of her 
heart. 
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Ben finally releases her. Rey flops limp onto the mats, and all he does is laugh. But when 
her fingers start worming their way between her legs, she feels hard fists wrap around her 
wrists and pull them away. 


“No,” he tells her. Even in the dim light, he gleams with sweat and his face is hard. “I 
meant what I said. You missed your chance.” 


“But—” 
“But nothing. Now let’s go rinse off and get back to bed.” 


Rey wants to argue with him. This hurts almost as bad as the anal, this torture of unspent 
arousal, but she knows fighting won’t get her anywhere good. The best she could expect 
would be another sound spanking tomorrow, and even then he probably still won’t let her 
come. 


She reluctantly nods. The fight drains out of her, even as her arousal screams for her to 
beg. 


“Good girl,” he says. He releases her hands and sits back on his heels. “Now let me just 
take a look at you.” 


He shifts her legs apart and kneels between them. When Rey feels his fingers spreading 
her, she hides her face in her hands in shame. 


“What a mess,” he murmurs. His touch is gentle, and he’s almost clinical in the way he 
examines her. “And look how you're all worked up.” 


He brushes over her clit and Rey’s hips jump up to meet him. He just laughs and pulls 
away. 


“Come on, now. I at least owe you a midnight bath after all that.” 


Rey wakes up alone. The inside of the hut is baking hot, and Ben is nowhere to be found. 
Probably off working on his latest project, whatever that might be. 


She groans and stretches, her joints popping. The mats are just so uncomfortable. She had 
tried to weave them as smooth as possible, redoing the stitches wherever she found lumps, but 
she must not have caught them all. A couple especially persistent knots dig into her back. 


It pisses her off. She springs to her knees, irate. Today, Rey vows, she’s going to strip these 
mats away and reweave them until they’re smooth as her own ass. 


But as her eyes roam over the mats, the grass appears flat as ever. No lumps in sight. 


Confused, Rey runs her palms over the woven fibers. She wasn’t imagining it: somewhere 
within or beneath the mats are a couple of particularly hard bumps. 


Her brain is ticking. Is she still asleep? She’s breathing heavy, or maybe panting from the 
heat, and as her fingers find the edge of the mat, she feels a drop of sweat run down her back. 


Using all her strength, Rey rips the bindings and tears away the mat from the hard-packed 
dirt. 
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Rey’s belly curdles and twists in on itself. 


There, where she had just lay sleeping not a moment before, Rey finds two lumps of glass 
peeking out at her from the dirt. 


Rey’s mind is whirring. How long have these been here? Surely they would’ve noticed 
when Ben first selected the spot for their hut. He had raked down the dirt, patting it level, and 
there’s no way these would’ ve slipped past him. 


What had he said back at the cave? “They’re taller. Maybe a couple inches.” 


Rey pictures the glass object on the beach. If they went to check now, how tall would it 
be? How much would it have grown since then? 


How soon until this whole island is just glass? 


Muted panic runs laps through Rey’s brain. She tries to calm herself, tells herself that it’s 
just shock, nothing’s changed, everything’s okay. It’s just bad luck that these decided to grow 
here of all places. 


All the while her eyes never leave the objects. There’s no sun in here for them to reflect, 
but they seem to shine nonetheless. Just like at the cave, the longer Rey looks at them, the less 
ominous they feel to her. 


It’s just glass. Just smooth, pretty glass. 


Behind the anxious churning in her belly is the sensation of something yawning wide 
open. She tries to remember how it felt to touch the glass before, how her vision danced and 
shifted, but it was lost to her the moment Ben pulled her away. Now it’s just a story she’s 
telling herself. A thing that happened to somebody else, but that she never personally 
experienced. 


A flicker of bizarre sadness has Rey reaching for the nearest object. In her eyes, her hand 
looks more alien than the winding surface of the glass does. 


Her fingertips meet their target, and at first, Rey is gone. 


It’s just like last time, only she’d forgotten. For an endless moment she’s transported 
elsewhere, although her knees never leave the dirt and her fingers remain pressed to the 
object. There’s no question of thought or even identity. Her vision bends in an odd way and 
she’s overwhelmed by how bright everything is, but she doesn’t close her eyes. She can’t. 
Rey can’t find her body. Something foreign invades her mind and remakes everything she 
once knew into an unfamiliar jargon. 


All of this seems to take place in an instant, but also lasts an eternity, until suddenly Rey 
knows herself again. I’m Rey, she thinks, although it comes to her like an echo in a 
cathedral. I’m Rey, and I’m on an island. 


She regains her sense of touch next. A chill continuously runs over her skin, and Rey 
pictures herself frosting over like grass in the fall. Her body feels fuller than it usually does. 
Larger, expanded out, like she’s been reunited with some piece of her that she never knew 
existed. Every breath she pulls in, she can feel her body metabolize the oxygen. She smells 
burning hair and a strong spice. 
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Rey should be panicking. But she doesn’t know how anymore. 


Her vision, she can barely make sense of what she’s seeing. Her field of view has 
ballooned out to include a far wider range than she’s used to, and everything’s so incredibly 
bright that she’s forced to squint. There’s movement in places where there should be none, 
and crisp color snapping through even the deepest shadow. She doesn’t understand. 


What is this? 


The question repeats in her head, like it’s being reflected back and forth between two 
mirrors facing each other. There’s too much for her to process. She wants to take it all in, to 
understand what she’s experiencing, but anything she tries to inspect reveals a depth of detail 
that she could fall through for a hundred years and still never emerge. 


What is this? What is this? 


She groans, and the sound is her whole entire being. The world around her ripples from it. 
It’s far, far too much for her to take, and Rey’s hand drops from the glass. 


The air in her lungs rushes out in a huff. It’s like being cut and pressed between two halves 
of a slide, all the more of her suddenly and mercilessly amputated. Once again she can’t see 
— but now it’s because everything is too dim, too simple. Her eyes drift over the surface of 
reality like oil on water. 


Rey hugs herself and tries to recover from the jarring feeling of loss. She doesn’t notice 
Ben approaching the hut until he cracks the door open. Probably he thinks she’s still fast 
asleep, so he’s trying to be quiet about it. 


“Oh,” he says behind her. She’s heard his voice a thousand times by now, but after what 
she just experienced, it feels flat and tinny. “I didn’t know you were up. I brought you...” 


He trails away, probably noticing the ripped up mat and, more than likely, the glass objects 
poking out of the earth like they’ve been there all along. Like a ridiculous joke that isn’t 
funny. 


Something scrapes against the ground outside the hut. Then, like an echo of what 
happened yesterday, Ben wrenches Rey from where she was hunched and hauls her into the 
midday sun. She’s still feeling woozy, so she doesn’t try to stand yet. When the sunlight hits 
her skin, she shivers. 


“Rey.” He’s all business, all concern with no bite. He cups her face in his hands. “Rey, are 
you alright?” 


She thinks about it, then nods. Rey wishes she had a mirror so she could see if her outsides 
match her insides. She must look awful for him to react this way. 


Ben glances back at the hut, the lurking darkness, then asks her, “Did you touch it again?” 
Rey only has a second to make the choice to lie. “No,” she says weakly. 


He puts his hand on her forehead like she’s a kid in a movie with the flu. As though he’s 
going to learn literally anything from it. If he does, he keeps it to himself, drawing away only 
to go firmly shut the door. Then he picks up something green and kneels in front of her with it 
cradled in his lap. 
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“T brought you breakfast,” he says. He doesn’t smile, though Rey understands that this was 
supposed to be a smiley occasion. 


He’s holding a huge waxy leaf, the kind they use for plates and cutting boards and toilet 
paper. It’s piled high with chopped fruit, some sliced roots, and— 


“Eggs,” Rey whispers. 
“T saw the nest on our way home yesterday,” Ben says. “I went back for them early this 


morning. They’re a little different from what you’re used to, but they’re good. I promise.” 


Rey’s about drooling just from the sight. Then the smell hits her, and she practically 
moans. The selfish part of her, the part that daydreams about loaded hot dogs and big bags of 
potato chips and deli sandwiches with heaps of mayo, that part practically lunges straight out 
of her throat. Rey finds herself digging into the eggs with her bare hand and shoveling them 
into her mouth. 


She’s vaguely aware of Ben chuckling, but she doesn’t care. The eggs taste better than 
heaven. Better than every breakfast she’s ever eaten in her life. Rey could die eating these 
eggs and she wouldn’t regret it. 


She’s not alone. Ben starts digging in, too, although he leaves Rey most of the eggs. When 
she finally swallows the last rubbery scrap, she looks up and notices him watching her 
intently. 


Rey blushes. “Sorry. That was a bit much.” She feels kind of bad now. He hardly got to eat 
any. 


Ben picks up a slice of root and pops it into his mouth. The roots were a recent discovery, 
but a welcome one, although rather hard to find. Rey finds them starchy and kind of potato-y 
once they’re cooked. 


He chews and stares at her with that cold, intent face he’s always got on. “Don’t be sorry. 
That’s the reaction I wanted. And you needed it after that shock you woke up to.” 


Oh yeah. The shock. Rey nibbles at a piece of fruit and shrugs. She doesn’t know how to 
feel about what she experienced, even though this time around she remembers it a bit better. 
There aren’t words for how it felt. 


She can’t even decide if she’s scared or not. After all, it didn’t exactly hurt. It wasn’t 
strictly bad, was it? 


“We’ll move the hut today,” Ben continues. His eyes roam around their clearing. “It 
shouldn’t take long. And then maybe you can come help me with my project.” 


“What is it this time?” Rey asks in a dull voice. “Another contraption to bend me over?” 
Ben is unperturbed by her sass. “Better. I’m building a boat.” 
Rey’s eyes about fall out of her head. “A boat?” 


“More of a boat-raft-hybrid, honestly.” He shrugs like it’s nothing. “I’ve been gathering 
wood since we first got here.” 


All Rey can come up with is, stupidly, “A boat?!” 
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Ben finally gives her that thin smile. “What do you think I do all day, anyway? Hunt crabs 
and fuck pretty girls?” 


She smiles back and pictures the two of them sailing away from here on their kind-of-a- 
boat, kind-of-a-raft, something big and wooden and full of enough supplies to last until they 
make it back to civilization. The trip will be a whole lot of eating fish, but Rey can deal with 
that. She’! deal with seasickness and anything else she has to, because they’re going home! 


And then Rey’s stomach curls in like it did before. She imagines the island, their island, 
encased in glass and fading quickly into the distance as she and Ben drift back to the real 
world. If she leaves, she will never, ever see this place again. That should be a comfort, right? 


Right? 
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7. Cerebral 


One day, hunting through the jungle for more long grass, they come across a cluster of 
trees like they haven’t seen before. 


“Look.” Ben points up one of the long, smooth trunks. 
Rey hardly glances at it. “Just a palm.” 


These last few weeks as they’ve worked on the boat, she’s sunk into an odd depression. 
Nothing interests her more than her own thoughts now, and she’s often loath to spend 
attention on anything external. 


Anything that isn’t the glass, that is. The hut’s long since been moved to the other end of 
the clearing. The day Rey made her discovery, Ben had immediately set about building a 
cover of grass and rocks to hide the objects in their camp surfacing from below. 


Sometimes at night, Rey goes and peeks at them. If she thinks Ben is deep asleep enough, 
she creeps on out of the hut and lifts mat of dead plants to get a glimpse of glass, luminous in 
the moonlight. And sometimes, though not always, she touches them. 


Rey knows she shouldn’t be doing it. Every time she touches the glass, more and more it 
feels comfortable for her. More and more, she wants to find out what other secrets the glass 
has to offer. And she can’t do that. They’re leaving soon, Ben tells her. Just a month more. 
Maybe not even that. 


Ben slaps his hand to the tree trunk. “Not a palm.” He shakes his head. “Those are nuts up 
there.” 


That gets Rey’s attention. She’d kill for a protein that isn’t seafaring in origin, and nuts 
will do just fine. Up the length of the tree, right below the fan-like leaves grow, clusters of 
mottled brown and green shells sprout from the trunk. 


There’s shells on the ground, too, ones that already fell. But those are all cracked and 
empty. Ben takes that as a good sign. 


They abandon their search for the day and instead brainstorm how they can get the nuts 
down. Ben tries throwing rocks first, but the thin branches holding the clusters to the tree are 
more flexible than expected, and he only succeeds in making them sway a bit. 


“T could just climb the tree,” Rey offers. The nuts are pretty high up there, maybe twenty 
feet or more, but Rey used to spend all day after school climbing every tree in the park, so 
she’s confident she can make it. 


“Absolutely not.” 
Ren folds her arms across her chest. “Why not?” 


Ben’s face is cool and impassive as he stares up at the daunting tree. “Too high. You’ll 
fall.” 
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“No, I won’t.” 


“Tf you fall from that height you could die.” He says it like it’s obvious. Like she’s an idiot. 
“We'll find another way.” 


“But I could—” 
“T said no, Rey.” 


Most of the time what Ben says goes. In fact, basically every time. And usually he’s right, 
even if Rey doesn’t like to admit it. But he’s wrong this time. She knows he is. 


When he turns his back to hunt for some pliable twigs, mumbling about a slingshot, Rey 
hugs the nearest tree trunk and begins shimmying up. Ben doesn’t notice until she’s already 
out of his reach. 


“Hey—-HEY!” Ben never raises his voice at her. It startles Rey so bad she almost really 
does let go. Thankfully she’s got a good grip with her knees. The trunk may look smooth, but 
it’s actually covered in rows of fine grooves. 


She double-checks her hold, then lets go with one hand to wave at Ben. “Don’t worry. ’M 
fine.” 


“Rey, get back down here now.” She can’t see his face but he sounds panicked in a way she 
hasn’t heard before. Panicked and pissed. 


Guess he never learned to climb trees at his stupid hotshot job. 


Rey ignores him and continues shuffling up the truck until she’s within arm’s reach of her 
prize. Up close, the nuts are more green than brown and they’re an ovoid shape about the size 
of a big olive. 


She snags the thin branch at its base and, being careful to keep her grip on the trunk steady, 
rips it away. It drops down to the jungle floor with a faint crash. 


“Alright, that’s enough,” Ben calls from below. “Come on down now.” 


But Rey doesn’t start down until she’s torn every bunch of nuts from the tree. The trip 
back to earth is easier going, though she has to be cautious about not sliding too fast. 


Ben catches her before her feet touch the ground. Or, more like, he snatches her away from 
the tree and hugs her tight to his chest. 


“You little brat,” he murmurs into her hair. He’s breathing hard like he was just running for 
his life and not puttering around watching her do all the work. 


“Tt’s rude to call people names after they help you.” 


He doesn’t let go. Rey wants to squirm away but she waits until Ben’s breathing slows 
down to normal. 


“Are we just going to stand around?” she asks quietly. “Or shall we tally up our bounty?” 


The bushels of nuts look way bigger here on the ground. They crowd the base of the tree 
like the jungle brush Rey’s used to wrangling. 
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Ben picks out a few healthy-looking nuts and lays them out on a relatively flat rock. He 
uses a smaller rock to crack them open. They come apart easy enough, revealing peachy- 
brown meat inside. It’s not like any nut Rey’s ever seen. 


“Hm.” Ben picks up one and sniffs it warily. He pushes his thumbnail into the meat, 
though what that possibly might tell him, Rey can’t guess. “Not poisonous, I don’t think.” 


“Then let’s dig in.” Rey’s belly growls. Her mouth conjures up peanuts, almonds, cashews. 
Something crunchy and satiating. She’s tired of waiting. 


“T don’t know. They seem fine, but I don’t recognize them.” 


Rey suppresses a groan. “There’s a million types of nuts out there, probably. You can’t 
recognize every single one. I bet they’re fine.” She scratches her arm and thinks hard. 
“Animals were eating them, remember? No dead animals around here.” 


Ben still looks unsure, but Rey’s done debating. Or perhaps she’s emboldened by her 
recent disobedience. 


She selects one half of a nut and peels out the meat, eagerly shoving it into her mouth. 
Ben’s lips go thin and he furrows his brow, but says nothing as she chews and chews. 


“Tt’s good,” she says. “Bitter.” It’s hard to tell around her hunger, but it’s no peanut or 
cashew, that’s for sure. Thick and bitter, and the longer she chews, the more it seems to suck 
up all the moisture in her mouth. She’!I need water if she’s going to swallow this. 


Ben follows her lead, grimacing a little. “Definitely bitter.” 


Rey sticks another half into her mouth and kind of regrets it a second later. The taste is too 
strong and not nearly as great as she’d hoped. She also has zero saliva left in her mouth. 


Reluctantly, she spits the wad of desiccated nutmeat into the dirt and smiles sheepishly at 
Ben. “I don’t think these are good for us.” 


Ben nods and spits his out as well. Maybe they’re not poisonous, but not everything that’s 
okay to eat is good to eat, Rey’s learned. 


Only a minute later down the trail, though, and Rey’s feeling off. Sick, even. Her head’s 
filled with bees and her skin feels hot, hotter than normal, like the heat is coming from inside. 
Everything’s moving fast, or maybe it’s all moving slow and it’s Rey that’s moving fast. 
There’s a steady thumping sound shaking her eardrums and it takes her a minute to realize it’s 
her own heart. 


“Ben,” she croaks. Then she falls to her knees in a jumble of grass and vomits. 


Her vision goes blurry. She’s moving but not walking — Ben is carrying her, cradling her 
in his arms, and she knows when they make it to the hut because she can smell charred wood 
and old fish. 


It takes her all night to recover. Ben is too close, she’s boiling — no, she’s freezing, help, 
she’s so cold right down to her bones. Her head spins and at times, in the darkness, Rey thinks 
she might still be out there in the jungle, swaying in Ben’s arms. Or sometimes she imagines 
she’s down at the beach, the waves crashing closer than ever. Crashing inside her head and 
leaving licks of salt over her brain. 
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She can’t sleep. The whole night she lays awake, she and Ben both, and they watch over 
each other. At one point Rey asks him, barely a whisper, “Why is it only me who’s sick?” 


“I’m bigger,” he tells her in his deep voice that holds her like a blanket. “And I only had 
one half. I feel it too, but not as much as you do. Don’t worry about me.” 


Her eyes can’t sit still in one spot, even in near-complete darkness. “So they were poison 
after all? Am I going to die?” It sounds so pitiful to ask, and even Rey knows she’s not going 
to get that bad. The effects have already started to wane. 


“No, honey. You’ll be fine.” A pause, and then, “I know what they are now: betel nuts. Not 
poison.” 


Rey covers her blazing hot cheeks with frozen hands. “Betel>?” 
“Yeah. It’s a drug, sort of. Not a very good one though.” 
“Why would anyone want to feel like this?” 

“They wouldn’t. You took too much.” 


Rey just groans. She tries not to focus on the pounding of her heart. She wants to ask if 
betel nuts can give people a heart attack or something, but she’s too afraid to even get the 
question out. Instead she imagines she’s on the beach again. 


Sometime around dawn her body lapses from discomfort into a state of quiet simmering 
bliss, and she drifts to sleep. 


It was a terrible night, one of the worst she’s gone through on this island. But then the next 
day Rey’s faced with the same persistent sand grinding into a pearl between her toes and the 
same bland food and the same endless water cutting them off from the world. The same 
loneliness, the same nothing-fucking-doing. 


That afternoon, once she’s finally up and about and trying to put herself together again, 
Ben emerges from the forest. He tells her to just keep resting, that he’!l work on the boat and 
she should just hang tight around camp. 


Once he leaves again it’s even worse. The feeling in her, the wide-open one that she can’t 
articulate, she stares at her stupid torn up shoes and feels this awful empty sadness that’s been 
crowding into her for weeks now. And she suddenly just can’t stand the idea of being in her 
body like this. 


That’s how Rey finds herself back at the betel nut palm. Plucking nuts off the discarded 
bushels and stuffing them in her pockets, she reasons that it was either this or touch the glass 
some more. 


Either nibble a little bit of the nut every moming when Ben’s not looking, or run 
screaming into the jungle, never looking back. 


Either embrace this weird drug or face knowing this island as only a memory for the rest 
of her life. 


Either work her way up to half a nut, then a whole, then two per day just to keep herself 
from thinking. This, or she’s going to bury herself in the sand until someone discovers her 
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lodged there. 
Either this or lose her goddamn mind. 


Ben notices immediately. He doesn’t understand; he shakes her shoulders and calls to her 
deep in her brain, telling her that it’s still a drug, it’s no good for her, this will all be over soon 
he swears. 


He burns every fallen bushel of nuts, but Rey can always climb up for more. 


All day all night he tries to keep an eye on Rey. He forces her out of bed and down to the 
beach where the boat-slash-raft-slash-pile of fucking wood sits in anticipation of their wild 
and crazy journey to come. But Rey has stashes of nuts all over, and he can’t be with her 
always. He can’t stop himself from sleeping. 


And speaking of, Rey doesn’t sleep much at all. Anymore, she spends her nights staring 
dry-eyed at the slanty roof of their hut, imagining cities made of glass. 


A week after all this starts, they have to move their hut again. Ben doesn’t say a word 
about it, just hustles her off to the far side of the clearing as piece by piece he disassembles 
the hut and remakes it a few feet away. 


Where it sat, now there’s more glass. 


The betel nut is great, so long as she can just ignore how it screws with her body. How her 
heart doesn’t seem to stop pounding, like, ever, and her appetite is completely gone. How 
jitters run neverending courses over her skin. She can’t sleep. She’s near always out of breath. 


If not for the distracting bits, it would kind of completely suck. 


It’s one day when Rey’s staring blank at the fire, letting the flames lick away all her vision 
into a bright orange nothing, that’s when Ben asks her, “What can I do?” 


Rey turns and she can’t see anything, blinded by the fire as she is, but she faces him 
nonetheless. “What?” 


“You have to stop. You just have to. This isn’t good for you, it’s hurting you.” 
More of this. She’s so tired. Just let me be away, Ben. Let me escape. 


He won’t shut up. “Once we set out on the water, things will be difficult. Harsh conditions, 
dehydration, exposure. We’lI have a lot to worry about without you being a stick-thin wringed 
out husk. You could die.” 


The drug, it makes it hard for her to take anything dangerous seriously. Now that she’s 
worked up a tolerance it’s more exhilarating than anything else, but in a stay-still kind of way. 
She also can’t really think clearly about something like this. Reasons and explanations and 
opinions spin out in endless bulleted lists in her mind until it all looks like nothing much. 


She turns back to the fire. 
“Let me help you, Rey. I would force you if I could. Please.” 


Rey almost smiles. He’s forced her to do so much, but now she’s found something that’s 
all her own. And he’s completely unable to touch it. It’s just hers. 
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“You can’t live like this.” 


She thinks of her mom, sucked thin and dry from the drugs she was always taking. Rey 
doesn’t know what her mom would’ve been running from — she hardly knew the woman at 
all — but now she thinks she understands her just a little bit better. Now Rey gets that 
sometimes, the thing you have to fight is on the inside. And sometimes you’re not strong 
enough by yourself. 


“T can’t live like this. I can’t watch you hurt yourself. Please come back, Rey.” 
Island. Glass. Waves. 
“Please.” 


Singing, the just barely imperceptible singing Rey thinks she hears when she touches the 
glass. Like her body is the antennae and the glass is the transmitter, and a signal is singing 
straight through her to the sky. 


“What can I do to make you stop?!” 
“Take me to the center of the island!” Rey screams. 


The echo of her voice bounces around the clearing. Blind by fire and deaf by her own 
voice, Rey sits still in silent awe of herself. 


“What?” Ben chokes out. 


She says it quiet this time, hardly louder than the fire. “Take me to the middle. Where all 
the glass gets big. Take me there.” She licks her lips, tasting bitter salt. “Take me and I’ll 
stop.” 


They set out at dawn, two days after Rey yells. Two days and she’s stopped taking the 
betel nut. 


Rey’s not as strong as she used to be, but she doesn’t complain about the weight on her 
shoulders. She wills her body to be stronger, to be healthy again. A lot of water, that’s what 
she needs. Water and food. 


Ben insists she walks first. She knows why; it’s so he can keep a sharp eyeball on her in 
case she flops back in a faint all of a sudden. Not an unlikely possibility, she silently 
concedes. 


Since he’s watching her, Rey watches the jungle. 


“We can rest anytime,” he tells her. “It’1] be a long trip. Or we can turn back if you change 
your mind about all this.” 


‘All this’ meaning ‘what the fuck are you thinking, Rey?’ 
“I’m fine,” she chirps, except her voice cracks at the end. 


They’re surrounded by green everything. Trees, bushes, grasses. Dead logs with moss all 
over them. Even a lot of the bugs are some shade of green. The deeper they go, the more alive 
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everything is. 
There’s glass, too. 


It peeks up from the soil, trying to trip them up where they’re not looking. Clusters of 
them grow like bamboo, refracting light into their eyes and winking at them until they’re out 
of sight. Over the course of the day, Rey notices a subtle shift in frequency and height. Thin 
bamboo shoots become saplings, then trees. Clusters of two or three turn to five or six, then a 
dozen or more, mini-forests in their own right draped with vines that somehow found 
purchase on the slick glass surface. 


Rey feels vindicated. She was right. The center of the island must also be the center of the 
glass whatever-this-is. The hub, maybe. The heart. 


When it’s time to make camp, Ben is quickly forced to give up on his desire to keep the 
towering glass out of sight. 


The next morning Rey can see it under his eyes that he slept like shit. She tells him sorry, 
and asks if she kept him up all night snoring or tossing around. 


“No,” he tells her softly. “You slept like a baby. It wasn’t you at all.” 


They move slower the second day. Rey keeps forcing Ben to wait as she stands beneath 
one of the tall, glimmering copses of imposter trees that they keep passing and stares straight 
up. The glass doesn’t branch out the way normal trees do. Once they’ve reached a certain 
height, maybe some thirty or forty feet, these clusters of carved glass bend and curve to meet 
each other. They form grand archways, weaving above and below each other in a glass 
spaghetti highway. The effect is absolutely dazzling. 


Ben only lets her look for so long, and then he’s urging her to keep going. 
“T don’t know how deep this goes,” he says. “We only have so much food.” 


Around noon or so is when Rey notices the trees really thinning out. She’d estimate the 
glass outnumbers trees two-to-one. 


It’s not just the thick glass poles anymore. Now there’s clusters of clear, mushroom-like 
orbs emerging from the dirt here and there, sometimes a whole field of them. They’re odd and 
misshapen, their glass surfaces marred by twisting veins and tendons, and they crowd out all 
other shrubbery to form a blanket of glimmering dewdrops the size of her head. 


Ben’s trying his best not to look afraid but he is. Every time Rey turns to look at him, he’s 
putting on his very best big-tough-guy face. 


Rey’s not afraid, though. She can recognize the danger of this unknown at a purely logical 
level, but mostly she can’t stop feeling like she’s scratching an itch that’s been tickling her for 
a month. There’s no reason she should be so at peace, not when at any moment they could 
both be speared through by monsters or whatever, but something tells Rey that there’s no 
threat here. Only beauty. 


They start finding glass spires that grew up right from beneath a tree, so now all that’s left 
is a dried up husk of dead roots and wood around the base and rotted branches piled up in the 
dirt, all covered in moss and bugs. 
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Rey’s favorite is when they begin coming across glass that grew around a tree, forming a 
thin clear cast exactly fitted to the tree’s form. Some of those trees are dead and sagging, 
some are still vibrantly green within their shimmering new robe of glass. 


At some point, Rey’s not sure when, but the jungle starts to thin out dramatically. 


They’re dodging large mounds of glass, now, like anthills the size of dumpsters. Clear, 
stringy vines grow from place to place, draped just the same as their verdant cousins are. 
Some places the ground is webbed with them. 


Ben makes a big deal at first of refusing to touch any of it, even steering them far off their 
path just to find a clear span of dirt to walk. Rey indulges him at first, but soon they have no 
choice to barrel straight through. 


He hates it. She can tell when he trips on a mushroom cap and catches himself on a spire. 
His whole body shudders away from it immediately. They have to stop a minute while he 
recovers. 


“You'll get used to it,” she says, patting his back and trying to reassure him. 
He rubs his eyes. “I don’t want to.” 


Rey feels as comfortable with the glass as she does with her own skin. Even in the 
blazingly humid air, each new warped surface she touches is cool in a way she’s almost 
forgotten exists. 


They pass a glass tree so large that if Ben wrapped his arms around it his hands wouldn’t 
touch. She can’t resist pressing her cheek to it in a moment of reverence. 


Ben pointedly averts his eyes from her. His fist clenches, then relaxes when she pulls away 
from the tree. 


The ground grows thick with knotted, immovable vines they have to pick their way 
through. Thin spirals burst from the earth that’s becoming more smooth glass than dirt, tightly 
coiled and aimed in all directions like an unkempt head of hair. The tips are sharp and have to 
be carefully avoided. 


“We're almost there,” Rey says to no one, speaking the feeling that blazes under her ribs. 


There’s something Rey notices that she doesn’t voice, even though it could be important. 
As she passes over and under tendrils of glass, with her hands never far from the contorted 
surface, she realizes that she doesn’t precisely need to touch the glass for the odd perceptual 
phenomena to happen. So long as her bare skin is within a half inch of the surface, it sings 
through her. 


That’s how she’s come to think of the sensation. Singing. 


The last quarter mile is the very hardest, even for Rey. For most of it they’re forced to 
balance precariously on slick rolling hills of glass and use the ever-larger protrusions as 
handholds. 


Ben refuses at the first. He tries to force Rey to go back with him. 
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“T didn’t come this far only to wimp out,” she calls, hanging onto a large boulder with deep 
ridges running along its surface. She’s past where Ben can snatch her up and throw her over 
his shoulder, and by the look in his eyes, that’s what he was planning to do if he could. 


Rey doesn’t wait for him to argue more. Instead, she forges deeper. After a time she hears 
Ben grunting behind her. 


Sound goes muffled. The noises of the natural world that have defined her daily life for 
months now fade away into near-silence. Even her own footsteps, her own huffing breath 
seems hushed, like the glass is soaking it all up. 


She’s long since grown used to the mind-altering nature of the glass, although she still has 
no guesses as to why it happens. The effect does not seem to dull or strengthen over time. It’s 
far more pleasant than the betel nuts for sure, though the way her vision bows out from her 
does sometimes pose issues with getting her feet placed in the proper spot. 


Ben sees it before she does. 


At first they think it’s a clearing. All the trees, all the glassmade spires and beads and vines 
sprouting from the ground, up ahead they all curl as one in a distinct shape, as though they 
were surrounding some grand, invisible sphere. As Rey approaches, she notes that this curved 
trajectory continues all the way up, with everything meeting together at the center a great 
ways above, so the image of a sphere in her mind wasn’t wholly inaccurate at all. 


It is a clearing, truth be told. She classifies it as such in her head when they’ve finally 
lurched past the outer ring of glass ridges and curved, warped poles. But the space is 
not clear. It’s not empty, not in the least. 


Except for a narrow path around the circumference, nearly the entire clearing is taken up 
by some grand piece of architecture. It’s not quite a cube, but it does have four distinct sides, 
all rising into a fluid, rounded roof that barely misses the ceiling of this place. 


It appears to be made of mostly glass, although the outside looks incredibly smooth and 
unblemished, unlike the warped and pitted form of glass she’s used to. But this new object 
isn’t clear and shining, it’s black. Black glass. 


Rey would estimate the whole thing to be as wide across as a schoolbus, and taller than her 
high school was. She stands for a moment in awe of its size, its commanding presence here in 
the jungle where it has no business being. 


Then, stepping as carefully as she can, Rey starts circling it. Inspecting it for any kind of 
difference, any variation, and halfway around she finds what she’s looking for. 


An opening. 


It’s a whole side missing, really. Nothing like the neat little doorway she was expecting, or 
maybe hoping, to see. The inside is just as black as the outside. Rey’s able to make out almost 
no detail, although she’s not sure if that’s due to lack of features or just lack of light. 


“Ben,” she calls. He’s not with her anymore, still frozen where they entered the clearing. 


She has to call his name three times before she hears the steady sound of his large 
footsteps. He rounds the corner and hardly gives the opening a glance. 
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“Now we can go,” he tells her. He’s out of breath, maybe from being afraid again. “We 
found... this, whatever it is. So now we know, and we can leave, okay?” 


Rey purses her lips and shapes her head. “I want to go inside.” 


“Are you—!” Ben grits his teeth, cutting himself off. “We’re done. I did what you wanted. 
Now let’s go. If we ever want to get off this godforsaken island, then we really need to get 
working on the boat and stop worrying about-about—” He swallows. “Let’s go, Rey. Now.” 


“No.” She drops her thick bundle of mats off her shoulder, letting them fall in a pile. He 
can’t carry her off, not with the slippery glass that requires a sure footing and two hands for 
balance. 


“We'll go inside. And then we’ll leave, I swear.” She makes her voice strong, copying the 
not-scared version of Ben she knows so well. “I’ll go in by myself if you don’t want to. I’m 
not afraid.” 


“Didn’t take you for the insane type, yet here we are.” He takes a huge gulp of air that 
pushes his chest out, then lets it out slowly. “Okay. Okay, yeah. We can go inside. But just for 
a second and then we’re done. Deal?” 


He holds out his hand, and Rey immediately takes it. “Deal,” she says with a grin. 


They slip and slide their way to the structure. Even as they get right up to the doorway, 
there’s no further detail to be had inside. Just smooth, dark glass. 


Actually, now that Rey’s touching it, she realizes it’s not the same as the other glass. It 
doesn’t alter her, and the black is more of a smokey gray, a deep tint that looks darker from 
further away, but becomes translucent the closer she looks. 


Rey takes one step into the structure and immediately falls on her ass. 


“Shit,” Ben groans. He follows her in, doing his best to keep his footing while also helping 
her up. It takes some real concentration, but after a minute they manage to get her upright 
again. 


And just like it had appeared from the outside, there’s nothing in here. Just sleek, 
featureless walls and the small amount of light that manages to filter through them. 


“Oh,” Rey says. She wasn’t sure what to expect, really, but she thought there would 
be something after all that. 


Then, just as her excitement starts to curdle into disappointment, suddenly all of the walls 
go dark. The faint beams of diffuse sunlight extinguish in an instant. 


“Wuh—” is all Rey gets out before they both turn back to the doorway, then to each other. 


Where the door used to be is now murky, impenetrable glass. 
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8. Subliminal 


Ben swears and inches his way to the door-turned-wall-turned-prison-chamber. He must 
run his hands along the wall, because Rey hears the slippery squeak of sweaty flesh against 
glass. 


Rey’s not so much paying attention to him, though. 


Unlike the walls, the domed ceiling of this place didn’t go dark in the same split-second 
way. Rey cranes her neck to watch as the sunlight filtering through the ceiling goes dim, then 
dimmer. Within a few scattered heartbeats, every surface of the room is the same dull, flat 
grey, like dark stone. 


Feels like a tomb. Rey tries to push the image away, as the last thing she needs is such a 
bleak comparison weighing on her already poor prospects, but her monkey brain can’t help it. 
She waits for the onslaught of fear that, sure as the sunset, will hit her any second now. 


“Fuck!” Ben hisses. “Fuck. Why did you convince me to walk us into this deathtrap?” 
“Last I checked, we’re not dead.” 


“We’re stuck in here with maybe a day’s worth of food and no way to get out. Our 
circumstances are looking pretty shitty, Rey.” His voice is muffled. 


Rey finally turns to him. He’s got his face cradled in his big hands. Then they fall to his 
sides, and the look he gives her could burn down a city. 


“The boat was almost done. Why couldn’t you have just listened to me?” He takes a 
crooked, careful step towards her. “This was all going to be over soon. One way or another, 
we were going to leave this island and never look back. Were.” 


“IT know. That was why we had to come here.” Rey says it like it’s obvious. Somehow, 
through all of this, she’s having no difficulty remaining calm. “Otherwise, we would leave 
and never know what any of this was.” 


“We’re going to die here for the sake of your childish curiosity and no one will ever find 
us,” Ben says flatly. Then he blinks, and something in his face cracks. He turns away and runs 
his fingers through his hair. “I have two dogs at home. Never told you that, did 1?” 


Rey shakes her head, even though he’s not looking at her. 
“T bet my brother’s taking care of them right now. Hope he is, anyway. Hope someone is.” 


Rey baby-steps her way to the wall, a different wall than where Ben is standing. She 
watches her pale moon reflection approach the glass. He’s really so sure that this is the end of 
the line, but Rey can’t feel it. 


“T’ll never see them again. Never.” 


She reaches out her hand and one-two-three-four-five presses her fingers to the glass. 
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Ben follows and comes to stand just behind her. He’s quiet, but she can plainly see his 
every move reflected in the wall. 


He sets his hands on her shoulders, gentle and heavy, and runs them down her bare arms. 
“You don’t have anyone you want to see back home, do you, Rey?” He asks it like a question, 
but one he already knows the answer to. “Is that why you had no problem wandering into this 
black lockbox, when we have everything to lose and nothing to gain? Is it just so we can 
starve away together and you don’t have to face your life back home?” 


His reflection bends down to trace his nose along her temple. “It’ll be better than before. 
Or, it would’ve been. When we got home I wanted to help you. Take care of you. Keep you 
safe so you never had to be afraid of anyone or anything. Can’t do that if we’re dead, though, 
honey.” 


Rey says, “We’re moving.” 
“What?” 


“We’re moving down,” she says in some low, brave voice that she never heard come out of 
her mouth until she first met the glass. 


Ben’s eyes focus on the wall, then past it, until he, too, can faintly make out the compacted 
dirt and stone rushing by so fast that at first glance, it looks like a flat, immovable surface. 


“This’s an elevator,” Rey says. 


A new terror hardens on Ben’s face and he scoots back to the center of the room, pulling 
Rey along with him. 


There’s no vibration to give away their speed, no nauseous lurch in her belly at the 
unexpected motion. Rey’s ears don’t even pop. Without the telltale visual, she’d never guess 
they were traveling at wild speeds down into the earth. 


How long have they been in here? Two minutes? Five? How deep beneath the island have 
they already dropped? And how deeper still until this ride ends, and the next leg of their 
journey begins? 


Ben clutches her tight from behind. His arms wrap around her body protectively. 


Rey wants to laugh. Maybe she’s in shock, because she should’ve already lost herself to 
fear by now. Ben’s actions seem so absurd to her. What is there to be cautious of? 


The seconds tick by. Rey doesn’t bother counting them. From the center of what she now 
recognizes as an enormous elevator car, she can’t see the earth rushing by. 


That’s why it comes with no warning. 


Out of the corner of her eye, Rey catches a flicker of silent movement. She swings her 
head to the side just in time to catch one of the walls, a different one than before, sliding 
open. It would’ve been completely silent except for the whoosh of hot air that rushes into the 
elevator and hits them both in the face. 


“No-no, Rey—!” Ben hangs on to her tight, fending off her attempts to worm away from 
his grasp. 
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Rey thrashes all the more. Her eyes don’t leave the exit, the entrance, the whatever-it-is. 


Beyond the doorway a floor of glass stretches out in all directions, cloudy and white. 
There’s a faintly blue light coming from somewhere past the door that diffuses through their 
domed chamber. She can’t see a ceiling, but she thinks she can make out a wall opposite them 
far in the distance. It’s difficult to focus her eyes on much with how hard she’s fighting. 


“Just calm down,” Ben murmurs in her ear. “If we stay in here, maybe eventually it’ll take 
us back up. We’ll be okay.” 


The heat is already making her sweat. Rey tries an old trick on for size and jabs her elbow 
into his side. It works better than she expected; Ben swears and drops her to her feet. There’s 
a few seconds where she’s sure she’Il lose her balance on the slick glass, but she manages to 
avoid a fall and lurches forward into the new room. She takes a few half-running, half- 
slipping steps before coming to a halt, her legs splayed wide. 


Whatever this place is, it’s gigantic. There was never a room this size in all of human 
history, at least not that Rey’s ever heard of. The ceiling towers over her, reaching heights that 
she wouldn’t know how to estimate even if she could wrap her mind around it all. 


It’s not empty, either. But Rey doesn’t have time to investigate anything further, not yet. 


She hears rustling and a grunt behind her, and without thinking she skitters to her right. 
The floor isn’t smooth, but undulates in a way not unlike the sand on the beach, making it 
quite a bit easier for her to find purchase and keep herself upright. The rubber in her shoes 
still wants to slide around, though. 


Ben staggers out of the elevator and immediately goes still as he takes in their 
surroundings. 


She decides not to wait for him. If he catches her, she knows he’ll cart her straight back 
where they came from, and she’d bet the shirt off her back that he’s right about the elevator 
taking them back up. 


Rey’s not done yet, not by a long shot. She wants answers, and this place will give them to 
her. 


Her mind buzzing, she hastily scans the room. Many of the objects here have different 
coloring, most in muted hues and nearly all with the same glistening sheen as the floor and 
walls. The shapes are completely unfamiliar to her, either due to their mysterious nature or 
their distance from where she’s standing. 


One object in particular piques her interest, and it just so happens to be relatively close. 


Rey peels her shoes off and begins navigating her way over. Her bare feet work better for 
this texture of glass, and Rey finds herself growing confident, increasing her speed until she’s 
at somewhere between a fast walk and a light jog. Despite the muggy air, the glass is still 
pleasantly cool. 


“Wait,” Ben calls. His voice doesn’t echo despite the size of this place. When she glances 
back, she sees he’s followed her lead and removed his shoes as well. 


“Rey, honey,” he says. “We’re done here. Let’s go.” 
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“Go on back if you want,” she calls over her shoulder. She wills herself to move faster, but 
this room’s big enough to fit an entire stadium and more. There’s a lot of ground to cover 
before she can make it to her object of interest, which sits near one of the walls. Like the 
elevator, whoever built this room chose an unconventional shape, and Rey notes that some of 
the walls are longer or are at a more extreme angle than others. 


From behind her: “Be reasonable. I’m not just going to leave you in-in—” A groan. “Shit. 
Okay, just wait for me, please.” 


He must be scared of her getting herself killed like he was with the betel palm. Rey doesn’t 
wait. She feels no danger from this place. 


A tense few minutes later, Rey arrives at her destination. From far off she thought the 
object might be a pile of pale blue cloth, but now that she’s only a few feet away, she can see 
it’s got a plasticky sheen to it and it’s dappled with darker blues and whites. The whole thing 
is as big as her bedroom back home and is probably just as tall. 


She inches closer and runs her hand along the surface, expecting it to give. But while it 
seems to fold and gather like cloth, to the touch it’s incredibly solid, as though an artist had 
carved it out of polished stone. 


“Shouldn’t just touch things,” Ben murmurs behind her. This time she didn’t hear him 
approach, absorbed as she was in the stoney cloth. 


Rey looks at her hand with exaggerated concentration, then shrugs and smiles back at him. 
“Seems fine to me.” 


“You don’t know that.” He shifts closer to her and Rey stumbles away a couple steps. 


He sighs. “I’m not going to drag you out of here, even though I probably should.” He 
sounds wary. “Look... we’ll go as far as you want, okay? I won’t force you to go back until 
you’re ready, and I won’t stop you from doing anything unless there’s a real danger in it.” 


Hesitantly, he reaches forward to cup Rey’s cheeks in his hands. “Just promise me that if I 
tell you to turn back or something, you’ll do it. I’ve kept you safe for this long. Don’t let me 
fail now.” 


There’s an earnestness behind his eyes and she realizes she knows him well enough to 
recognize when he’s telling the truth. And right now, he is. 


So she nods. “I promise.” 


Ben stares intently, maybe searching her for the same veracity she was just seeking from 
him. Her cheeks prickle when he releases her. 


They both stare a while longer at the large pile in front of them. Rey grows bored of it first 
and spends some time inventorying what she can see of the rest of the room. 


She first looks for the source of this dusky blueish light, but can’t find one. The whole 
room is equally lit, as though the illumination originates from the walls and ceiling 
themselves. 


Off in the opposite corner sits the largest oddity by far, although upon further inspection 
it’s more likely a stack of objects, boxy-looking containers lined with black along the edges 
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and corners. A grey lump protrudes on one side of each, what Rey takes to be the “top”, 
although there’s no rhyme to how they’ve been stacked. 


There’s more stacks of things like that, most of them messy and scattered and utterly 
incomprehensible. Some ominous thin spear-like object that must be as tall as a house lean 
against the wall furthest from the elevator. The scale of everything bends her mind and she 
has to keep reminding herself how far away everything is. 


Maybe it’s because of the distance, but it takes a bit for Rey to notice the other door. 


It’s tucked along the same wall they came out of, and from here Rey can only see a skewed 
portion of it. The opening is much, much larger than the one they came from, which gives 
Rey a rush of vertigo. Something sits inside the room beyond along the back wall, the same 
light blue as the cloth, but its corners are sharp and its surface gleams even from here. It’s got 
the harsh, unmistakable lines of technology to it. 


Rey doesn’t want to investigate that particular room any further, at least not yet, just in 
case it’s another elevator. No reason to give Ben another excuse to whisk her out of here, 
regardless of his promise to let her go as she pleases. 


Instead she leads them in a brisk procession along their current wall. They pass plates of 
metal cut into random shapes and more piles of the inexplicable. 


Some of the piles aren’t piles at all, but are actually huge protrusions of milky white glass 
bubbling and bulging out from the floor. They don’t look like they could have any real 
purpose to Rey, but then again, how would she know? 


Out of nowhere, a section of wall silently slides open just as Rey and Ben pass by. They 
might not have even noticed except for the very faint vibration that passes into Rey’s bare 
feet. 


She looks to Ben and shrugs. “Might as well, right?” 


He seems rather reluctant to put another mystery door between himself and the exit, but he 
only nods acquiescently and follows her through. 


They begin the trek down what must be a sort of hallway, though with the high, domed 
ceilings and the wide-spaced walls it reminds Rey more of a cathedral. Here, too, they come 
across clumps of glass and even the familiar spires growing out of the floors and walls in odd 
shapes and angles. Rey can’t guess at the purpose of this alien structure, but as they duck 
under hanging vines of stiff glass, she gets the feeling that these protrusions were not 
intentional. 


Every so often as they carefully make their way, another opening might unexpectedly 
appear along the wall, the glass sliding someplace hidden. A few of these are as small as a 
garage door, whereas others arch all the way to the tall ceiling. 


“Weird that everything’s unlocked,” Rey remarks as she peers into a rounded, cornerless 
room with a flat oval of stark white stretching in a half-circle along the walls. She can only 
imagine it as a screen, one that would completely surround her field of view and then some 
— except for the fact that it’s set higher than a telephone pole. 
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Ben traces along the slit in the wall where the door disappeared. “Probably not 
everything,” he says quietly. “The locked ones just aren’t opening for us.” 


After a few more doors, Ben points out how the muted vibrations they feel traveling 
through the floor with each new opening have different patterns to them. They seem 
somewhat random to Rey, and incredibly subtle, but both she and Ben have all their senses 
peeled for any detail that might give them a hint of what this place is, or why it is. There’s no 
telling what will prove relevant. 


Rey enjoys the constant contact with the glass, though the effect is far more dim than it 
was outside. Ben, however, sure doesn’t like it. He eventually makes her stop and wait while 
he puts his shoes back on. The rest of their journey is punctuated with rubbery squeaks, which 
bothers Rey. She prefers the muted silence. 


Just as the glass sometimes bubbles and spikes out in random shapes, they also find spots 
where it pulls away, creating a dark, perilous-looking crater in the surface. One crater they 
encounter is so wide and runs so deep that the entire surrounding floor is rounded into a slick 
valley, blocking their path forward. 


Rey warily eyeballs the black hole at the center of the pit and turns around. 


They trek back to one of the other doors, one that led to another long hallway. Ben insists 
on leaving a scrap of fabric on the floor by the opening to mark where they turned. 


“So much of this place looks the same,” he says. “And besides, unless we’re up close 
enough for them to open, we can’t even tell where the doors are.” 


Now they’re passing huge clear windows in the walls that reveal rooms in all shapes and 
sizes. Some are filled with what Rey can only imagine as piles of junk, some have more of 
those neatly stacked boxes, and some are entirely empty. 


One they pass, however, contains a bed. A human bed, a grand one with carved posts and 
an intricately-painted headboard. On top sits a few flowery pillows and a shredded blue 
comforter. Every surface in the room is coated with feathers, including the tall, wooden 
wardrobe and the simple woven rug laid out in the center of the room. 


“What is this?” Ben whispers. He presses his hand to the window, then jerks back. 


Rey doesn’t respond. She stares mutely at the floor, still glass by all appearances, but 
striped with different shades of green. The coloring here is a stark shift from what they’ve 
seen so far. After all that misty white and vague grey, the pale yellow designs that swirl over 
the walls feels like a jolt to her eyes. 


“Let’s move on,” Ben murmurs, wrapping his arm around her shoulders protectively. “I 
don’t like this.” 


Partway up, the walls of this room are studded with lumpy half-spheres about the size of a 
basketball. These have intricate designs, too, similar to the tendons and arteries running over 
the glass poles Rey’s so used to. One in particular has a deep black hole in the center. There’s 
a sort of crust, or maybe a mold, dotting the sphere and the floor beneath it. 


“Okay,” Rey says. The last thing she notices are the long, ragged scratch marks running 
down the side of the wardrobe. It sends a shiver through her whole body. 


78 


This is where they should’ve turned back. Later, Rey will spend hours ruminating about 
how stupid she was. How she should’ve trusted Ben’s caution right from the beginning. He 
knew better, but any logic that could’ve persuaded her otherwise had been filed down flat by 
the betel nut and smothered with her unbearable curiosity. 


The next room is equally vivid in color, but for a much different reason. 


Rey and Ben round a curved comer and instead of another window, they’re greeted by a 
large door sliding open. The beats of the vibration feel low and even, like Ben’s heart when 
she lays her head on his chest to sleep every night. 


Rey doesn’t enter the room. Doesn’t take one step past that doorway. 


But Ben does. He treads lightly, like he might wake someone, until he makes it to the 
center of the room. There he hesitates beneath the big open ceiling, bright and blue as it ever 
was. And he stares at the bodies of those he never knew, but who are brothers and sisters to 
him all the same. 


Hardly bodies at all anymore, Rey thinks. Just pieces and parts. Like Legos. 


Out from the undulating floor grows a forest of poles, deep black in color, which rise to 
only just above Ben’s head. They support enormous panes of perfectly clear and smooth 
glass. Rows upon rows of them fill the higher reaches of the room with a long aisle of empty 
space down the center. That’s where Ben walks, but Rey’s not looking at him. 


People. It’s people, sliced up and frozen in glass, fresh and colorful as if they were just 
alive a minute ago. Bones laid out side by side in dispassionate chains, then bookended by 
two fully assembled skeletons. Miles of veins in a spaghetti tangle, or sectioned off into 
varying lengths. Skin, but pressed flat, skin of all shades and conditions with holes where the 
person used to look and hear and taste through. Muscle frayed into its individual fibers, 
tendons strung long like a guitar string. The sticky grey whorl of a brain. 


It goes on forever, or if it doesn’t, Rey wouldn’t know. She sways in place, unable to focus 
too far. What is this? Why is this? 


Her eye catches startling red and purple, an array of organs pieced out and put back 
together in one nearby pane. She never knew her insides looked like that. Are these truly all 
from people? A heart, she recognizes a heart out of all that mess, but it looks too small. Could 
a heart ever be so small as that? Rey can only think of one reason why it would be. 


She spins away from the room and crouches down into a ball, forcing back the acid that 
rises in her throat. 


Ben must be caught up in his fascination or whatever, because it’s a full minute before he 
comes rushing back to her, although it feels like about an hour to Rey. 


“Hey, hey,” he says. He crouches down next to her in the hallway and rubs her back softly. 
“Tt’s alright, honey. I’m sorry.” 


Rey wants to ask him why he would possibly be apologizing, but if she opens her mouth it 
might not be words coming out. 


He helps her into a standing position and points them both back the way they came. Rey’s 
long past arguing about it. 
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She turns back for one last look as if that could erase the whole thing. Beneath many of the 
rows are messy stacks of smaller panes, the samples encased within not nearly as clean-cut 
and neat. These sample panes lean haphazardly against each other, against the poles and the 
walls. A mess of discards. 


There’s a tugging at her arm, and Rey realizes she’s come to a halt. She looks back at Ben 
and expects him to urge her along, but he’s staring at the same spot she was before. 


“Look,” he says, pointing. “Did you see it?” 


Rey’s eyes follow his direction. A few rows back, amidst the clutter of human samples, 
one is propped up to face the doorway. Rey doesn’t recognize the gore it houses, only that it’s 
a muddle of deep maroons and near-blacks, but in the empty space around the edges she can 
make out pointed, crisscrossing shapes in vivid blue. 


She squints. Lines, blue lines that spike and curve and run into one another. She can 
vaguely discern two intermingling columns of it running down the side of the glass pane. 


“Writing,” she whispers. 
Ben nods. 


This whole place is evidence of alien intelligence. It’s been obvious to Rey from the 
moment she stepped out of the elevator that a form of life not from earth had built this. But 
that writing is the first form of real communication they’ve come across in their wandering. 
It’s a sign that the beings here had thoughts that could be comparable to her own, had notes to 
jot down. Someone was living here. 


Maybe someone still is. 


Rey decides she’s about through with her adventuring. Her initial calm is starting to crack, 
and a little of that danger Ben was so worried about is creeping in around the edges. 


She glances over her shoulder. Down at the end of the hallway is another huge door, 
already open. And if she’s not mistaken, it looks like another elevator. But instead of deep 
grey or misty white, the inside walls are covered in random blobs of greens, blues, and vivid 
purples. It’s beautiful, almost like art. 


They’re done. They should be done. Rey is sweating up a storm and she has her answers, 
she thinks, even though they weren’t exactly all she had dreamt them to be. 


Ben is already starting to lead her away when she hoarsely protests, “Wait. Just one more. I 
want to see that.” She nods to the elevator. “Then I’m finished with this place.” 


Hand in hand, they make their way down the hall and into the vibrant elevator. Rey’s feet 
are already looking for the faint vibrations of the door closing, but any minute tremor that 
may have reached her is overpowered by a nightmarish screeching sound that at first Rey 
takes for an alarm of some sort. 


She skitters forward in panic and runs nose-first into the door that’s sliding shut in a 
ragged jerking motion. 


Ben catches her as she bounces back. Her nose is bleeding warm and rusty over her lip, but 
the pain isn’t so bad, so probably it’s not a break. 
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“Guess that one wasn’t as oiled up as the others,” Ben says quietly as the door finally 
shudders closed. 


The walls are opaque so there’s no telling how quick they travel, or even in what direction 
they’re headed, though Rey’s inner ear insists it’s down. 


When the door opens again hardly thirty seconds later, it lets out a deep groan, jerking 
back in the same odd spurts, before halting halfway through. 


Rey dithers for a moment at the opening. The door’s huge, just like everything else here, 
so there’s no question about if they can fit through. She just can’t shake the image of her body 
getting crushed flat to a petri dish like those samples. 


But once she catches a glimpse of the room beyond, she completely forgets about the door 
and scurries on through, Ben trailing behind her. 


It’s nearly as large as that first room they were in, though it’s not half as empty. There’s 
great objects in odd shapes placed about that she imagines as oversized furniture. The floor is 
a jarring honey yellow color, and instead of the random beachlike undulations, its texture 
resembles the unbroken waves of deep ocean. 


The walls, the walls are covered in blue script. Rey picks out columns and sections of 
bizarre, barbed lettering. It reminds her of claw marks, so many lines running parallel to each 
other. Much of it is connected, so there’s no making out individual words or letters. 


On the other end of the room, just behind a large cone-shaped object balanced on its point, 
Rey notices a great pile of something with jagged ridges and sharp lines, all in various hazy 
shades of blue and green. It catches her interest in a way she can’t explain. 


Wordlessly she pulls Ben over that way. It takes some time, but they make it to the pile. 


As with everything here, it’s huge. The mound, or rather the small hill, towers over them 
both. Rey picks out patterns: honeycomb, interlocking circles, stripes. Spikes jut out in layers 
along the top like broken mica, forming sharp-looking shelves. Connected to this distinctly 
geometric mass are ribbed shafts, thick like trees, some pulled tight against the main form and 
others laid out long and haphazard. Their curves and bulges have a decidedly organic look. 


“What—” Rey rasps, then clears her throat. “What do you think this is?” 
Ben just stares, his crooked silhouette framed by blue lettering. 


Nearest to them, one of the shafts flares out into a wide, bulky object, longer than Rey is 
tall. The side facing the mass is jagged and messy with stoney points, but the somewhat 
triangular bottom is covered in intricately-designed bumps and ridges carefully laid out in a 
circular pattern. 


Rey pictures her tennis shoes at home. Got them secondhand from the thrift store years 
back. Their traction is shot, the rubber eroded away through countless owners. But she 
imagines how they would’ve looked brand now. The bottoms of them. 


She swallows again and again. The words keep getting caught in her throat, the words she 
needs to voice to Ben so he can tell her she’s not crazy. She finally gets out, “Is that... a 
foot?” 
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Ben holds her a bit closer and nods. “I think... this is who lived here. Who made this 
place, maybe.” 


“But it’s so big.” 


Rey can’t imagine a living creature that could be so huge. And why does it look all shiny 
and jagged like that? Could this have been alive? 


A thrill runs all the way to her toes and she feels the urge to sprint away. “They’re dead 
though, do you think?” Rey asks almost pleadingly. 


“Yes. Yes, definitely dead.” 
“Definitely dead,” she echoes. It doesn’t make her feel any better. 


If she were more brave, she would touch it. The thing, the being, it has an odd-looking 
texture to it, like a huge chunk of petrified wood. Shiny but rough at the same time. She 
wishes she knew what it feels like. 


Nope, though. 


Out of nowhere there’s a horrendous shriek. They both jump, then turn back towards the 
way they came in. Their half-open door has finally won the fight with whatever ancient 
mechanical error it was suffering from and slid completely shut. 


“Let’s go,” Ben says. Rey, in full agreement, nearly drags him back to the door. 
But now it won’t open. 


“Shit.” He bangs his fist on the wall, which does absolutely nothing and maybe gives him 
a good bruise. Rey starts bouncing up and down frantically, waving her arms and shifting her 
jumps slightly every couple seconds. 


“What are you doing?” 


Rey’s voice is wobbly from the jumping. “You know how-at the grocery store-sometimes 
the—automatic door doesn’t—work?” 


If she’s not mistaken, there’s a hint of a smile at the corner of Ben’s mouth. But 
unfortunately her hopping around doesn’t do a thing for getting the door to open. It could be a 
wall for all anyone’s concerned. 


So they try for Plan B, which is to wander along the edges of the room in hopes that 
something else will open up. And it does. At the far end they find a non-screechy door that 
opens wide and seamless. 


A double door, actually. Like an airlock, except there’s no rush of atmosphere or anything. 
Just smells like regular hot air. And when each door opens, instead of a faint pattern of 
vibration, they get one that’s powerful enough to reverberate through their whole bodies. 


Ben takes her hand. He looks at her down his long nose, and she smiles up at him, a tired 
smile. She’s ready to be back at camp. She’s ready for their boat to be done, for this whole 
nightmare to be done and over with, for her life to go back to something boring and 
predictable. 
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Together they walk into the room, eyes combing the walls for a sign of an exit. But they 
don’t find one. 


There’s something else. 


Rey’s body rejects it. Her mind reels, flipping images in reverse, fast then slow, as it tries 
to make sense of the sensory input her eyes and ears are giving it. She loses herself. Loses 
Ben. 


Luckily, Ben hangs on to them both. 


When she sways, then slumps to the side, he catches her. She remembers that later, 
remembers his warm, rough skin on her cheek, the hard muscle underneath. But the feel of his 
body gives way to a visual of all those flayed humans she was trying not to think about. Her 
stomach rolls. 


Then nothing. 


An immeasurable time later, Rey comes to. Is she thrashing? Is she falling? Her eyes are 
squeezed shut and she keeps them like that, not trusting what they might see. She’s on her 
back — no, she’s being cradled against Ben’s chest. He’s jogging, and that’s why her body 
keeps jolting around. 


Rey groans and the sound of her own voice makes her shiver. She smells Ben’s sweat and 
something sugary that she can’t place. 


Where she is, she doesn’t know. Probably still in the glass place, but she can’t think about 
that right now. She can’t bear anything but the black of her own mind. Escape. They have to 
escape. 


How long does she stew in this mindless, sightless hell? Off and on, Rey counts Ben’s 
steps, or his labored breathing, sharp and huffing against her cheek at times when he’s 
glancing down. Checking on her, maybe. 


Sometimes the footsteps stop. Rey doesn’t measure the pauses, doesn’t wonder what Ben 
could be stopping for. 


She knows when they’ve made it outside. The sound hits her first, the muted nothing 
pressing in on her ears gives way to the distant sound of waves crashing and insects chirping. 
She can taste foliage and humidity at the back of her throat. 


After a short pause they’re moving again. Then unexpectedly Ben’s arms vanish from 
beneath her and whatever her back is resting against is hard and cold and oh god, please not 
the glass, please! 


“Tt’s okay, honey. It’s okay,” Ben shushes her, his big hands pressing to her forehead, her 
cheeks, her arms. 


Rey arches away from the ground. Had the glass ever felt pleasant? She can’t recall 
anymore. Now it’s like a million static shocks wherever her skin presses to the cool surface. 
She keeps her eyes shut, fighting the altered perception she’d grown so used to. 


Ben wraps her in his arms again. “I can’t carry you back, Rey, honey. I need you to walk 
with me, at least until we get to dirt.” 
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No, she thinks. Her limbs feel like somebody filled them with ocean water. 


“Come on,” Ben murmurs. “It’s over, okay? The bad part’s all over. Just need you to get up 
and walk for a little bit.” 


Rey’s eyelids flutter. She’s surrounded by the bones of her dead forest glowing blue in the 
moonlight and lighting up Ben’s pale face as if he, too, were only made of glass. 


“T can’t,” she breathes, eyeballing the smooth pseudo-ground. It could be beautiful, the 
way light shimmers and dances through the glass. It should be. It used to be. 


Ben balances her weight in his lap and starts tugging her shoes on over her feet. His pack 
is looped over his shoulder. “You can,” he tells her. “To get home, you can.” 


Home. What home? Their camp, sprouting more alien tendrils by the minute? Her 
stepdad’s rundown trash pile of a house? 


When Rey finally musters up the courage to step away and they begin their long trek 
through the jungle, the home she’s imagining is one she’s never been to before. A home 
where Ben feeds her food, real food, with fancy cheeses and fresh vegetables, and every night 
she snuggles into a bed with as many blankets piled on top as she wants and AC blasting on 
her face and not one single weird thing sprouting out of the floor. Everything normal, 
everything safe. 


She can’t wait to get off this cursed fucking island. 
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9. Insubstantial 


The sun’s never brighter than when you can’t escape it. 


Very last day they spent on the island, Ben had carved one more line in the tree. One more 
tally to mark the end of their sentence, and when he was done, he lodged a long boar tusk in 
the tree just below the rows upon rows of days they spent cooped up here. Some eulogy, 
maybe. 


Only reason Rey knows is he made her go back to the clearing with him and watch him do 
it. Like it was an important ceremony or something, but it meant zero to her. All she had 
cared about was getting back to the beach, where the waves were loud and the glass was 
mostly absent. 


The waves. Her days are full of waves now, waves and sun and nothing but raw fish ever 
since they ran out of fruit. 


“You figure out what current we’re in yet?” Rey calls above the sound of water lapping. 
Her voice is rubbed rough with salt. 


Ben sits at the edge of the boat, dipping his feet in the water like he usually does to stay 
cool. Rey’s too scared of sharks to stick any part of her in the water for long. 


She stares at his broad back, burnt a shiny red. Hunting for freckles. 
After a time, he answers, “No.” 


Rey’s laid out on her belly. The bones of her ribs dig ruts in her skin like they’re trying to 
escape. “Weren’t you supposed to be some survival guru or whatever? A man of the wild?” 


“Just a camping enthusiast,” he drawls. “Believe it or not, this is my first time drifting the 
seas. Same as you.” 


“Not the same as me.” He’s so full of shit. He pretends he doesn’t know what to do or 
where to go. Puts on this ‘oh helpless me’ face, but Rey doesn’t believe it. She personally 
watched him build this raft by hand and row them both out past the foaming waves, and he 
expects her to believe he has no plan at all? “I see how you watch the stars at night. You 
showed me the big one, the north star sailors use for guidance. You’re telling me you have no 
idea—” 

“The stars tell me almost nothing. We’re floating in a different direction every night that I 


check. I don’t think we’ve hit a major current yet, although I could be wrong.” 


“Then why don’t we pick a direction and start paddling? At least then we’d have a clear 
picture of where we’re headed.” 


Ben cups his hand and splashes water on his pan-fried back. “Probably wouldn’t do us any 
good. It’d be something if I knew where the shipping lanes were, or where exactly we 
crashed, or what the major current paths even look like. But I don’t. We’re lost, and paddling 
anywhere would just tire us out for nothing.” His voice sounds straight dead, like he’s said 
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this a million times. “Got to hope we cross paths with a boat or another island. All there is to 
it.” 
Her fingers twitch through the woven grass they use as a bed. This raft is just pieces of the 


island that they stole. “Aren’t you at least keeping track of the path we’re taking? How far 
we’ve traveled?” 


He sighs. “Keep track how? What would be the point?” Says it like he’s talking to a child. 
Or an idiot. 


Rey is knocked speechless, then, exasperated, she says, “Um... so we can lead people 
back. We need to show them the island and the—” A shudder runs through her body and her 
jaw locks tight for a second. She abandons that sentence. “They won’t believe us about it if 
they don’t see it for themselves, Ben. They have to really see it, or they’ll think we’re nuts. 
That’s why we have to bring them back there.” 


“T know.” And then, after a long period of water lapping at the wood struts, “I don’t think 
we should tell them, Rey.” 


“What?!” Her vision sways wildly, and his shape blurs. “How can you—after all that we— 
you want to just keep it all quiet?!” 


Ben doesn’t answer. Doesn’t even turn around. 


To her surprise, great bubbles of hysterical laughter fill up Rey’s chest. It hurts, so she 
laughs, lets it all out into the endless blue around her. “You think I can keep everything we 
saw a Secret? Yeah, no problem. I’ll just jot it all down in my little diary, maybe do some art 
therapy or something and call it good. I’m sure nobody needs to know what’s living down 
there. I’m sure it’s not going to cause any problems at all, nope! Nope, nope, nope. We’re all 
good here. Move on with our lives as though nothing ever happened.” 


Rey laughs some more, and Ben doesn’t interrupt. How fucking polite of him. She laughs 
herself right out until she’s just a limp, wooden mess with nothing left. 


“Tt’s been over a month,” he says. She can barely hear him over the waves. “Forty-seven 
days in the water. By the time someone picks us up, if they ever do, we’ll have traveled 
hundreds of miles with no clue what path we took. Our chances of finding that island again 
are damn near zero.” 


Her ears hurt. His voice is too calm and quiet and it tickles her eardrum in a way that she 
hates. “And you’re just... okay with this? You’re okay with nobody knowing? With keeping 
it a secret forever?” No other option.” 


“So... so we’ll just tell them anyway. They’ ll have to believe us. Why would we lie about 
it? Everyone’s so cautious, so obviously the government, they’ll, like, they’ll go out there 
with helicopters and guns and shit, hunt down the place themselves. It’s a big island, Ben. 
Big. They can find it.” She’s rambling, she’s saying all this more for herself than for Ben. It’s 
always a losing battle to convince him of anything. 


“They won’t believe us. Not enough to spend the resources.” And then, “I’m sorry.” 


Rey is sweating. She’s always hot now, like her body’s trapped in a fever, fighting some 
infection that she just can’t shake. Can’t get the idea out of her head that the island infected 
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her, planted something inside of her, but every time Rey closes her eyes she feels the heat of 
chambers buried deep underground. 


She tries again. “Let’s just see if we can convince them,” she wheedles. 
“No ” 


“Okay, so, who made you the boss, then? Huh?” She scratches her arm, then her leg. Her 
whole body is itchy from all the salt or something, probably. She doesn’t care. “Who made 
you the stupid boss here? So you get to just decide—” 


“Enough.” 


He says it loud but the echo gets swallowed up by the water. Loud like you only hear from 
people in charge, people making announcements and orders to a big crowd. But the only 
crowd here is Rey. 


She lets out a dry sob. The grass mat is making woven imprint tattoos on her face. 


“Enough, Rey.” This one’s softer, more like a kind suggestion than a command. “Go to 
sleep.” 


“T’m not tired.” 


“You've got to keep it together, honey. We both do.” He finally turns to look at her, and his 
face is all placid and calm like this situation isn’t the end of the world. He offers it to her like 
an anchor. “We’!I make it, I promise. I swear. They’ ll find us, or we’ ll find them.” 


Water. Water. 


They get caught in storms, and when each one hits Rey thinks they’re going to finally die 
this time, but all that’s ever left behind is damage and more drinking water. 


Colors begin to look flat and washed out, like the sun’s slowly bleaching Rey’s eyeballs. 
They eat fish for every single meal, and sometimes Rey vomits it back up, but then all there is 
to eat after that is more fish. She gets used to it. She forgets what other food tastes like. 


The raft is well-built, it is, but it starts falling apart for real after a while. They lose cover, 
they lose extras of things. Water storage bins. Clothing, tools. Everything begins to break, 
including the two of them. 


But Ben keeps doing what needs doing for survival. He tracks their days in his head since 
there’s no tree around to carve lines in anymore. 


And Rey just stays alive. 


When they get picked up by another boat, only Ben knows how long they’ve been out 
there. By that point Rey is just a twisted up dead bush like the one God set on fire so he could 
talk to his new friend Moses. But after God was done it was just the bush leftover, burnt and 
shriveled with bits chipping off. That’s Rey. 


On the new boat, the big military boat, they treat her like she won some award. Whatever 
she wants she just points. Everyone she talks to, it’s always something about a miracle, 
or bravery, or other words that she can’t remember the meaning of anymore. None of them 
feel connected to her. 
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She doesn’t let them separate her from Ben at night. That’s about all she really cares about. 
After they’ve tucked her into her assigned cube of rusted steel, she slips out of her USA 
American Government Navy official-issue cotton bedding and tip-toes down to where Ben 
sleeps. Barefoot, she does it, because on this boat they don’t have any shoes her size. 


Ben tells her ‘no’ at first. As in, “No, Rey, you can’t be in here.” 


But he doesn’t force her because when she crawls into his lap like always, he gets so 
caught up in holding her tight enough to stop the shuddering, hugging her washed-out salty 
face to his chest, no way is he going to boot her out. 


Rey thinks there’s probably murmuring from the crew. That’s why Ben’s so freaked. He 
was never so concerned back at the island, but now, with people to watch and judge him 
snuggling up to a teenager, now he’s all like what will they think? 


Thankfully, though, Rey doesn’t have to be bothered about it. She does what she likes. 


All day long she sits in her room, or sometimes on the slimy deck, but only if Ben’s there 
to keep an eyeball on her. Rey doesn’t ask why she needs an escort all the time. She focuses 
on the whistling wind dragging in and out of her lungs and watches the waves for hours. 


Then after months at sea Rey discovers the hard way that her body doesn’t care for solid 
land anymore. She takes two steps off the ramp coming off the side of that boat and about 
face-plants on gravel, except Ben catches her. Even though he’s wobbling too, he catches her. 


At the airport, the very first burger joint Rey sees, she just turns right around and vomits 
straight into a trash can. 


They put her in some hospital, her and Ben both but now she’s not allowed to see him 
ever, even when she asks. She’s got her own room, a big one with piss-yellow walls and 
curtains that hang all the way around her bed if she wants some privacy, which she always 
does, but she leaves them open so she can see who’s coming and who’s watching. 


Plus she really doesn’t like being cooped up in a small space without Ben there. Sends one 
of her machines beeping wild. 


She’s a lot of things, they tell her. Dehydrated, so there’s a tube giving her sugar water. 
Malnourished, obviously, but they only let her eat a little bit at a time at first and they never 
listen to her requests. They just bring her regular hospital food. 


Rey doesn’t care. Everything they give her, she scarfs down fast as anything, to the point 
where a nurse has to sit with her every mealtime and force her to go slow, or else she’ll 
definitely vomit. Just like some dogs do. 


Someone’s always putting a cuff around her arm. Someone’s always asking her how she’s 
feeling. 


People send her flowers that smell like shit and Rey makes the nurse throw them away. 
There’s cards sometimes, too, with all the same buzzwords from the boat, things 
like strength and against all odds, and people getting her name spelled wrong. Strangers, they 
send her this stuff. 


When she asks why, the nurse says she was on TV. Like, for real. On the news. But the 
nurse won’t let her watch. 
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The doctor tells her that the shaking will go away soon. Nutritional imbalance, he says. It 
doesn’t, though, despite all the vitamins and vegetables they give her. Her nutritions get 
balanced, but her arms still shake up to the elbow. 


They let her out of the hospital once, right at the beginning. Two days after she gets there 
she’s declared Stable. Like the horse. Then a nurse helps her into too-big clothes from Wal- 
Mart and plops her in a wheelchair even though Rey insists she doesn’t need one. 


She’s loaded into a white van and the nurse sits with her in the backseat, probably to make 
sure she doesn’t go into Unstable territory again or whatever. The buildings here in the city 
look greyer than Rey remembers them being. Ugly. 


The van parks at a police station. 
“W-why...” Rey rasps at the nurse. 


“Remember what we talked about this morning, Miss Niima?” The nurse has this big oval 
of a face, like the Virgin Mary statues in a nativity. No sharp lines at all. “The detective’s 
going to take your statement, okay? It won’t take too long.” 


“Statement?” 


“Yes. Your statement about what happened. They just have some questions for you about 
the... about your accident. Alright? Is that okay?” 


Rey’s noticed nobody ever says crash. They don’t ever say boat or plane to her. They all 
treat her real ginger, like a bomb that might go off if only she hears one of the wrong words or 
doesn’t hear enough of the right ones. And maybe she might. 


The detective isn’t anything like Law and Order. He’s just some guy with his shirt tucked 
in crooked and too many nose hairs. When he smiles all those nose hairs pop out like two 
bouquets with all the flowers plucked off. He smells like deli meat and Rey doesn’t shake his 
hand. She lets the nurse shake it for her. 


“You can call me Detective Freddy.” He crouches down to tell her this, putting his shiny 
face right in front of hers, the way some people do with kids. 


The room Detective Nosehair rolls her into is basically just a table and chairs. No big 
mirror on the wall for people to peek in through, and no windows either. 


Rey’s got that cold-hot sweat running over her neck and forehead. She wishes Ben could 
be here with her so she had someone to grab on to. She doesn’t even have the nurse anymore. 


Just her and the detective, with his pants sagging at the butt, in the room of bad taste. 


“Right, then.” He situates Rey’s chair at the table and then sits down to face her, making 
some of the same noises her stepdad did when he would sit down. Then the detective messes 
with a plastic black box on the desk. Presses some buttons, and a little red light turns on. It’s 
got what Rey thinks is a little microphone attached to it. 


Then he folds his hands on the table in a prayer. He looks straight at her with the 
confidence of someone who can walk around smelling like sliced bologna and not give a shit. 
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“Let me start by saying I know this is scary. I know you’ve been through quite a lot in the 
last several months. And I’m sure the last thing you want to do is relive all of that right now.” 


Rey relives it every day in her mind. She hasn’t stopped living it for a second. 


“But for cases like these, standard government procedure is to build a file of the exact 
sequence of events as remembered by the victims. There’s a lot of moving parts here.” He 
taps his meaty finger against the table. “So, Miss Niima, we need from you a full account, as 
you best recall, of your experiences. Starting with the crash.” 


In Rey’s mind her whole life on the island is one jumbled mess of pictures. Bright and 
blurry, developed wrong. It takes a minute, several minutes. Many minutes. But she stills her 
racing thoughts for long enough to say, “The first night, we slept on the beach.” 


Little by little she peels her memories apart and lays them out on the table for the detective 
to examine and file away. At times her voice catches, turning a word into a stuttering mess, 
and she has to take a deep shuddering breath and start over. She tells him about how much 
fish they had to eat, the weird fruits, and the day with the boar. She talks about cutting her 
fingers weaving mats, endless numbers of mats for housing and sleeping and storage. She 
tells him what she learned how to do, describes what their hut looked like, what the heat and 
salt did to her skin and eyes and hair. 


What she does not mention is the glass. She skirts her story around the edges because she 
can’t remember what she and Ben decided. Were they going to tell? She recalls arguing on the 
raft, how Ben didn’t want to even mention any of it, but why was that? He couldn’t have been 
serious about keeping it a secret, right? Why wouldn’t he want to tell anyone? It seems 
obvious to Rey, but then again, if they’d decided, wouldn’t she remember? 


Rey wishes she could lay down. Her head is throbbing and her hands are trembling hard in 
her lap. Anymore, everything around her is so jumbled and complicated. 


“Are you alright? Do you need some water?” 


She shakes her head. “Just... just scared.” The word is such a wild understatement, but 
what else is she supposed to say? 


The detective reaches across the table like he’s going to touch her, but instead he just pats 
the wood as though it were her hand or something. “You have nothing to be afraid of 
anymore.” 


Why is she so scared? They did it, they really escaped, but this terror was supposed to go 
away and it hasn’t. Nothing can hurt her here. She’s safe. Ben’s safe. 


The detective doesn’t get the hint and asks, “What were you afraid of most on the island?” 


“Dying. Never making it home.” Rey shoves her shaking hands between her thighs. 
“Animals. That boar was really big. I thought it might drag me away in the night.” 


“Were you afraid of Mr. Solo?” 


Rey glances up in surprise. “No,” she answers automatically. Then she thinks, really 
thinks, because this is the government and she’s supposed to be honest. ‘I don’t know,’ she 
amends. “Sometimes, maybe.” 
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“Why? ” 


She hates how the detective acts so stupid about some things just so he can get her to say 
more. “Well, you’ve met him, right?” 


He doesn’t answer her outright. “I’d like to hear your reasoning, if that’s alright.” 


Agitated as she is, Rey still manages to roll her eyes. “He’s a big dude. S-strong and stuff, 
which is good because I sure couldn’t haul things around like he did. But also I’m not big. 
And we were alone together. It’s just biology for me to be scared of him sometimes, right?” 


“Did he hurt you?” 
Rey blinks. “Hurt?” 


Patiently, the detective asks, “Did Mr. Solo, at any point before you were rescued, 
physically hurt you?” 


Rey’s head spins. What constitutes ‘hurt’, really? There was that punishment, that time he 
bent her over and slapped her ass a bunch of times, and she guesses that would technically 
count because it stung bad. But she was feeling a lot of other things alongside the pain that 
muddle her memory of it. 


When he pinched her nipples, that hurt. 
When he shoved his cock in her ass, that really hurt. 


But for whatever reason, when the detective prods her for an answer, Rey just shakes her 
head ‘no’. Ben wasn’t beating her up. He wasn’t knocking her around and giving her bruises 
like some of her friends’ fathers would do. Nothing crazy like that. What Ben did was 
different. It was okay. 


And plus, Rey feels flat-out too embarrassed to say any of that out loud. Especially not to 
this idiot and his microphone. 


The detective continues, undeterred. “Would you say your relationship with Mr. Solo was 
a positive one?” 


He has to repeat the question three times before Rey can nail down what he’s asking, and 
even then, she has no idea how to answer. 


“T don’t know. He kept me alive.” That sums it up pretty well to her, but the detective 
doesn’t seem satisfied. 


“Did you feel comfortable being around him?” 


“Most of the time, yeah.” She remembers evenings at the fire, with Rey curled up in Ben’s 
lap, the two of them telling stories or just watching the flames dance. “He made me feel safe.” 


Rubbing his hands together, the detective looks down at the table and asks, “Miss Niima, 
were you and Mr. Solo... romantically involved?” 


“Not-not really...” Why do they care about this? Rey doesn’t want to get into these kinds 
of details. They seem completely irrelevant to her. “I don’t know if ‘romantic’ was the—” 
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He interrupts her and his voice is stronger now. Serious. He’s staring her right in the face. 
“Let me be very clear with what I’m asking. Did Mr. Solo ever touch you sexually, or ask you 
to touch him sexually?” 


“Yeah.” It comes out as a whisper without Rey thinking about it. Then she adds, “Well, not 
at first. But then he said I had to help out, because he was doing all the work out there, 
finding food and hunting and building, and I didn’t know how to do anything. Like, at all. So 
it was the least I could do, right? And it wasn’t all bad, really, only a few times. Not even a 
lot. No big deal at all.” 


Everything’s coming out wrong, Rey can tell by the look on the detective’s face that he’s 
not getting it, but she can’t think of the words that will fix this. The more she babbles the 
worse it gets. 


The detective clears his throat. “Miss Niima, did Mr. Solo force you to have intercourse?” 


Rey shakes her head sharply. “It wasn’t like that. I mean it sort of was, but not like how 
you’re saying. Not forcing. He—” The words get caught in her mouth, because Ben did force 
her. He always forced her, but that’s not what she wants the detective thinking. “He was nice 
to me. He took care of me.” 


“T understand,” he says, even though Rey’s pretty sure he doesn’t. “Let me ask you about 
something else. You mentioned to a nurse that throughout your time on the island, you were 
consuming a substance called ‘betel nut’?” 


Rey scrunches up her eyes. Did she tell a nurse about that? “Um. Yeah, I-I-yeah. Not, like, 
the whole time. Just for a little bit, and then I stopped.” 


“Did Mr. Solo tell you to eat them?” 


Rey’s heart is pattering hard now. She wants to be done. “What? N-no, no. I wanted to. I 
hid—I hid-hid them from him.” 


“Why did you eat them, Miss Niima?” 


“Because—” Rey digs her fingernails into her cheap corduroy pants. Her thoughts run 
jagged and toothed through her head, and her tongue keeps tripping up. She wishes she could 
go back to that stupid hospital and not think about any of this. 


“Because—because—” How does she explain this? How does she look this detective in his 
droopy blue eye and tell him how far away everything seemed when she was chewing that 
nut, how she could just pretend it was all okay — the island, the glass, the leaving-forever — 
it was so easy to pretend it was all okay if she was high as a kite. 


“Miss Niima?” 


The lights are too bright in here. Rey’s breath is coming in and out in short gasps, and 
when she realizes it she does a big, deep one just like Ben always made her do to calm down. 
It doesn’t really work. 


“Are you alright, Miss Niima?” 


Rey doesn’t look at his eyes, she looks at his spit-shined lips with up-and-down wrinkles 
from too much pursing. To the detective, she whispers, “Did Ben t-tell you? About the 
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island?” 
He frowns. “What specifically are you referring to?” 


Bubbles of hot glass buried deep, deep beneath an island nobody ever knew about, hiding 
amidst dinosaur-old rock and stone. “About the-about—” She tries to swallow but her whole 
mouth is dried up. Someone’s forgotten palace, so heavy and filled with decay, warped and 
reaching for her, for anyone. Rey’s heart stutters. “Just... about it.” 


He’s confused, the detective, but not nearly as confused as Rey feels right now. The 
memories are too bright and she’s all temperature, all hot and cold with her hair standing on 
end over her whole body. 


He tilts his head at her. Putting on a show of sympathy like everyone else she’s forced to 
interact with these days. He’s so gentle with his stupid questions, but all the tiptoeing in the 
world isn’t going to make Rey feel any better. 


The only sound for a minute is the faraway whooshing of water in a pipe, and then the 
detective says, “I’m afraid I—” 


“The glass!” It comes out as somewhere between a gasp and a shriek. It’s out of her 
mouth, the decision’s made, and Rey can’t take it back. “Did he tell you about... about the 
glass? About the ch-cham—cham, the ch—” She jerks her head violently. “Chambers. Did he 
tell you? Did Ben tell you?” 


Then it’s just Rey and the detective and the black box thing sucking up all her words, and 
the magnitude of what she’s said hits her properly. 


The detective leans back in his squeaky chair. He glances down at Rey’s hands, which are 
gripping the edge of the table hard enough to stop the tremors. The look on his face, it’s one 
big ‘sorry’, the kind of look you make in the opposite direction of a homeless person when 
you don’t have any cash in your wallet. The look you use to make yourself feel better. 


Rey scrapes her feet along the moldy green carpet. They put her in real people clothes, but 
didn’t think to swap out her paper hospital shoes. 


He smooths back his hair and adjusts his jacket, then says with a practiced ham-glaze- 
sweet smile, “No. Mr. Solo didn’t mention anything regarding the, uh... the glass, as you put 
it. Why don’t you tell me more? I’d love to hear all about it.” 


There’s no stepping back now. She’s done it, she’s let loose what Ben maybe intended for 
them to keep a secret. Or maybe not. All it took was one little outburst, one slip of the mind. 


Rey slides her feet out of those crinkly paper slippers and rubs her big toe rough against 
the carpet. She thinks of Ben in his own interrogation room with fuck-all on the walls, all the 
salt and dirt scrubbed off his pale skin. Sunburns healed. She imagines he was probably so 
cool about it, saying exactly what he was supposed to say. She takes a breath, then another, 
then another. Clearing her brain of houseflies. 


And then she spills it. 
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10. Disposal 


“It’s not the glass,” says Ben’s voice. 


Rey doesn’ turn. She’s busy watching the waves, staring hard and pinched against the 
glare of the sun. Anymore, this is all she wants to do. Anything else and she’d have to really 
think. 


“You don’t even have to touch it, you just have to get really close.” 


He won't shut up. Won't leave her alone, either, even though she’s asked. Probably he 
doesn’t think he can trust her anymore. Scared she’s going to go choke down more narcotics 
or pass out in the sand. Run out into the wilderness for god knows what or why. 


That’s alright. Rey doesn’t know if she can trust herself either. 
“You were touching them all the time. On purpose. I know you were. Did you notice?” 


Especially not when there’s still these tendrils sprouting out of the ground at random, 
sometimes waiting to trip her up like that first time. Every day Rey does her best to pretend 
this is an average regular island she’s marooned on, but then every so often she gets a 
sudden, unfortunate reminder that it’s not. 


“It’s something else doing it. On the outside of the glass. That’s what’s causing the 
weirdness in us, not the glass itself.” 


He’s talking to himself. Or to a stranger. Rey’s not involved. This conversation isn’t 
pertinent to her whatsoever, not one tiny bit. She’s just waves, just sand. 


“We just can't see it. Maybe a gas? Something that absorbs easily. Could be that it affects 
the nervous system first, and then—” 


“I don’t care,” Rey says to the water. “I don’t care. I don’t care. I don’t. CARE.” 


Then it’s just beach sounds again with no talking for a good long while. Rey is alright 
again. She can forget what’s buried miles beneath her feet. 


She’s blotted Ben out, too, but he bubbles back into her ears after a time. “Come help me 
with the boat, honey. We have work to do.” 


Rey never eats during daylight hours now. Instead, she just hoards it. The food. She hoards 
food. 


Raisin bran muffins, hard-boiled eggs, dinner rolls with unsalted margarine. The works, 
the usual soft-bodied unoffensive breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The food equivalent of your 
great-great-grandmother. 


But Rey loves it. To her tongue, everything they feed her here tastes like how cartoon TV 
food always looked. 
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Vibrant. Heavy. Perfect. 


She hides everything she can get away with under her bed, or sometimes behind her books 
in the cubby bolted to the wall in her room. It’s obvious, and the orderlies don’t even try to 
stop her, but Rey still acts sneaky about it. 


They aren’t even her books. People gave them to her as gifts, but Rey’s never read one 
page. 


Then at night, when every light except the bathrooms and nurses’ station have click-shut- 
off, always at ten PM sharp, Rey pulls out her stash and, nibble by baby nibble, eats every 
bite. She has to do it slow so she can really enjoy it, even though she’s hungry as all hell. 


It’s sure better than laying in bed, her eyes finding imaginary pictures in the ceiling tiles. 


And they let her sleep in as late as she wants. Her therapist says she’s allowed. Something 
about comfort and control, he told her. 


At first Rey didn’t understand why they brought her here. It looked like just another 
hospital at first, except quiet and with nobody rushing down the halls. Until she noticed the 
heavy-duty locks on the exit. Nobody hooked up to machines, but everyone dressed in these 
hospital sweatpants pajama getups made of scratchy cotton with a pattern you’d see on a 
baby’s onsie. 


All the doorknobs slant. The toilets, they’ve got no tank. And always there’s a nurse 
watching. 


She stopped being indignant about the whole thing pretty quick once she finally agreed to 
swallow the jello-shot cup of medication they kept trying to give her. Half hour later and all 
her tremors flattened out into serenity. No more rabid spikes in anxiety for her, just sleepy 
quiet and the murmurs of other patients. 


So long as Rey doesn’t think about it too much, she doesn’t mind hanging out here. Even if 
her therapist is an idiot and a bore. 


Unfortunately there’s no trees in here for scratching tallies into. Or anything to scratch 
with. No sharps. So Rey just lets time pass and dreams about the million dollar jackpot, 
courtesy of Sunrise Airlines, that’s sitting in her bank account just waiting to be spent. 


Maybe her therapist is asking her dumb questions about how she feels, but Rey’s just 
picturing the house she’s going to buy out in the boonies. A house with a huge grassy yard, 
the kind dogs like to run around in. 


Nowadays when they ask her, “Was there anything out of the ordinary about that island?” 
Rey knows well enough what answer they want to hear, and she gives it to them every time. 


I was afraid. I was dehydrated. The island was normal, it was my mind that got out of 
control. 


But then that day comes when Rey’s handed a paper bag and they tell her she’s a-okay to 
go be a person again. Hospital stay complete. 


Inside the bag is just the too-big Wal-Mart clothes she came in with. After she changes and 
hands back the hospital pajamas, the nurse gives her a cheap smile and a bus voucher. 
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Rey’s voice is so small now, hardly more than a whisper. “Where am I supposed to go?” 
“They forwarded everything to your dad, Miss Niima. Do you remember his address?” 
Yes, Rey remembers. “My stepdad, you mean.” 


The nurse just smiles some more. Smiles her right out the exit and down to the street, 
where Rey finds herself all alone with the voucher clutched tight. Cars are everywhere, 
making horrible sounds and smells. Were they always this loud? Nobody even looks at her, 
and gravity doesn’t feel nearly strong enough out here. 


Rey’s hands start to tremble. 


The trailer’s just as filthy as she left it. On her way up to the door she kicks a crunched up 
beer can back into the pile of trash that’s sat out front for as long as she can remember. No 
place like home. 


“Who the fuck is it?” 


That’s her stepdad when Rey raps her fist against the torn screen door. The familiar uneven 
pound-pound of his footsteps sends her cowering back before she’s even seen him yet. 


He swings the door wide and Rey catches the stench of old pizza and alcohol. “Oh. Yeah, 
hey. You’re back.” 


Rey lets herself in, since he’s turned right back around without another word. Headed back 
to his ratty recliner. The TV’s blasting some war flick, just like it always was. 


“Got some mail. It’s in your room,” he shouts above the tat-tat of guns. “You think you’ll 
have a job soon? Rent’s gone up.” 


She wasn’t expecting a big welcome or anything, so why do his words sting so bad? 


Down the hall and to the right, first door. This place feels so much smaller than it used to, 
or maybe Rey’s bigger. She could be in a dream, if not for the slick distaste holding her 
steady in reality. 


The mail’s piled right at the door and Rey almost trips over it. She’s staring so hard into 
the room, trying to understand, trying to make sense of it. All the furniture that used to be 
crowded in here’s been replaced by trash. A whole lot of beer cans and porno mags in a mess 
over top of the crimped-down spots where her bed and dresser used to sit. Nothing on the 
walls. Closet empty. 


Rey shuffles out to the living room. “Where’s my stuff?” she half-yells. 
“Sold it.” 
“Even—” Rey dips, her knees going water. She hangs on to the wall. “Even my clothes?” 


“Yup. Told you, bills’re up and money’s been tight.” Doesn’t look away from the TV for 
even a second. 


Laughter wells up in Rey’s chest, tickling her lungs. She swallows it down and walks back 
to her room, forcing the door shut tight behind her on its bloated hinges. 


Her room. 
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All she’s got left to her name are the clothes on her back and the mess of mail on the floor. 
Oh, and all her stepdad’s garbage. 


Rey bites her fist and tries to douse the laughter itching up her windpipe. Her journals, her 
laptop, rare pictures of her and her friends. Stuff from her mom. Everything she owned is 
gone. Gone for good. Probably he didn’t even wait a week to gut the room out. 


She doesn’t know how long she sits there before she starts sifting through her little pile of 
paper. Most of the mail is postmarked from the last two weeks. 


She’s got a thank-you letter from the detective’s office for sharing her testimony. That 
letter could’ve been written to anyone about anything, vague as it is. 


There’s junk. There’s a couple of oh-you-brave-girl letters from people who admire her a 
little too much just for living. 


And a bill from the hospital. An itemized bill for every bandaid and bag of sugar water 
they used to nurse her back to life. Rey’s eyes glaze over when she sees the number. If she 
had insurance she could probably rest easy, or easier, but Rey’s never had insurance in her 
life. 


What’s not in the pile is a check. Her check, the one she’s supposed to get for being a 
victim of such a terrible catastrophe. It’s not here. There’s no debit cards, no letters from the 
airline. Not a thing. 


Rey doesn’t know what to do. There must be someone she’s supposed to ask, maybe the 
airline PR guy, but nobody ever got in touch with her. She asked a bunch of people at the 
hospital and they all promised she’d be taken care of, but it’s not like they were the ones 
writing the check. 


There’s got to be something. She’s been out for less than a day. She can’t give up already. 


Rey trudges back down to the stop a few blocks away. She traces the route to the library in 
her head, not looking past that. 


The computers there are old but they work okay. Rey snags a computer with two empty 
seats on either side and does some searches on herself, first, out of pure curiosity. She finds 
countless articles about the freak plane crash with only two survivors. No pictures, thank god. 
Rey can imagine what a wreck she looked like when she first climbed off the boat. 


Then she remembers she still looks like a wreck, skinny and shaky and sweating all the 
time. She needs her money, so she can feel safe again. So she can take care of herself finally. 


Who does she contact? Who could possibly help her? 


The cursor flickers around in a jumbled nonsense pattern from her hand trembling so hard. 
Rey keeps checking to make sure no one’s waiting to use her computer, even though there’s 
plenty of open ones. 


Into the search bar, Rey types, “BEN SOLO.” 


“Hi! What can I...” 
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The woman falters. Her lipstick mouth dips away from a smile, stretching the wrong way 
until she’s just showing her teeth. From the door all Rey could see was her cumulonimbus 
updo peeking out over the marble reception counter, but now that she’s up close she sees that 
the woman is pretty. Beauty-pagent pretty. 


And the woman, to her credit, she recovers fast from the shock of Rey standing there 
looking like a mess. “What can I do for you!” she exclaims with extra gusto to make up for 
her previous lapse in courtesy. 


“T’m here to see B-uh, Mr. Solo,” Rey mumbles. She can’t help scrunching her shoulders 
in and bowing her head, like she needs to make herself as small as possible. 


“Mr. Solo doesn’t really take appointments. But I can let him know you stopped by. 
What’s a good number for you?” 


Rey’s sweating. Desperation fills her legs with pudding and she wobbles. There’s no chairs 
in here. What kind of stupid office doesn’t have any chairs in the reception? 


“No—” Rey starts. Too quiet, she can’t make her voice loud enough. “No, I need—I need to 
talk to him. It’s urgent.” 


“Well, I’m sorry, but our policy is that—” 


Off to her right a door swings open, cutting her short. It’s Ben, and he looks odd in a wool 
sweater and slacks. His hair is pulled back in a bun. No lingering island on him, at least not 
where anyone can see. 


Rey has to grip the counter so she doesn’t fall. She gets this crazy urge to run into his 
arms, even though his face is pulled into a frown. 


“T can see her,” he says to the receptionist. 


He doesn’t even look at Rey until they’re both standing in his office, the door shut behind 
them. No overhead lights, just a lamp by the desk. The blinds on the window are twisted all 
the way closed. 


“You're not supposed to be here, Rey.” 
Rey wrings her hands. She expected a hug, maybe, not this aloof distance. “Why not?” 


He shakes his head. He’s too far away from her, but the space between them is like a block 
of solid ice. Rey can’t breach it. 


His posture is stiff, almost angry. Glossing over her question, he says, “You look... 
rough.” 


“Yeah. I only just got out of the hospital.” She doesn’t clarify what kind of hospital. 


There’s a long stretch of silence where the two of them measure each other up. Ben looks 
completely untouched, like he was able to just hop back into his regular life as though he 
didn’t just spend months being stranded. Probably he didn’t need much nursing back to 
health. 


“Did you need something from me?” he prompts. 
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Through the little vertical window in the door, Miss America is watching them. Not even 
pretending to work. 


Rey nods haltingly. “After the hospital I had to go back to my stepdad’s, since I don’t have 
anywhere else. Like I don’t have my own place yet. But nobody told me how I’m going to get 
my payout from the airline, and I’m not really sure who to talk to about it, so I was 
hoping...?” She trails off. 


Now that she’s here, she feels like a big dumb idiot. How exactly can she expect Ben to 
help her? He’s not responsible for her, not out in the real world. How would he know where 
her money is? 


Ben rubs his jaw. “There’s not going to be a payout yet. The airline’s contesting fault and 
they don’t want to pony up. I have my lawyer pushing hard, but they’re giving him the 
runaround. Their legal team is robust, and, to be frank, slimy as shit. It’s going to take time.” 


Rey swallows. “How... much time?” 


“Could be months. Right now they’re likely hoping to put us off for long enough that they 
can come up with a promising loophole so they don’t ever have to pay us. That, or they’re 
hoping we’ ll give up.” 


“Do I have to get a lawyer, too?” Rey’s mind spins with how much that could cost her. She 
sees her hospital bills stacking and multiplying with interest, and the lawyers fees on top of 
that. Rey is drowning before she even takes into consideration her food and housing. Oh, and 
however much it’s going to cost her to replace all her stuff. 


“Only if you want your money. The airline’s not going down without a fight.” 


She’s trying so hard not to cry. There’s only a tiny bit of her dignity remaining and Rey is 
determined to hang on to it. “Can you-can—can you refer me? I don’t know any good 
lawyers.” 


Ben just looks at her for a long minute. His jaw clenches and his eyes go tight. “Yeah. I 
can refer you. Why don’t you give me your number and I’!l have him reach out?” 


Shit. “I don’t... um, I don’t have a phone. Sorry. Maybe you could give me his number 
instead?” 


“You don’t have a phone?” 


“Since it didn’t look like I was coming back, my stepdad sort of sold all my stuff.” She 
gives him an embarrassed smile. “I don’t really have anything anymore.” 


Ben looks at the wall and rubs his mouth. Rey wonders what she said wrong, but she 
doesn’t have the wherewithal to come up with something to say, so she just waits until he’s 
ready to talk again. 


“Okay. Yeah, let me give you his number.” Ben stalks to his desk and slides over a notepad 
and a pen. He writes something on it, then passes the slip of paper to Rey. 


The receptionist’s eyes are laser-glued to Ben’s broad back. 


But what he wrote wasn’t a phone number. 
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Be cool, Rey tells herself. She blinks away her confusion and puts on what she hopes is a 
grateful smile. “Thanks.” She doesn’t understand, but she trusts him enough to follow his lead 
here. 


Ben nods indifferently and leads her back out the door, where the receptionist frantically 
starts typing into her computer with a look of intense concentration. This woman’s even less 
subtle than Rey is. 


Ben doesn’t address it. He leans against the counter and says, “Amanda, please reach out 
to Herbert’s office and schedule a call for Monday morning regarding our motions against 
Sunrise Airlines.” 


“Sure thing, sir. And what should I tell them for the call agenda?” 


“Let them know we’ll be adding Miss Niima’s recompense to our demands.” He nods in 
Rey’s direction. “I’ve provided her with Herbert’s main number, but I’d like to get the ball 
rolling on my side.” 


“T’ll get it on your calendar before the end of the day.” 
“Thank you. Enjoy your vacation, Amanda.” 


A chiming sound rings out, and Ben pulls a cell phone from his pocket. He holds it to his 
ear and strolls back into his office without a second glance towards Rey. 


Amanda gives Rey a big veneer show over the counter, but she’s eyeballing her like a 
dinner plate. “You can go now, Miss Niima. We’|l take care of it from here.” 


Rey nods and hurries back out the door. In the elevator, she rereads her little slip of paper 
over and over again. 


‘There’s a coffee shop a block and a half east called Burgin’s. Wait for me there.’ 


It’s colder today, and Rey hugs herself tight as she half-jogs down the sidewalk. After so 
much constant warm weather, the winter chill has been a shock to her system. She’s not 
adjusting well. 


Luckily it doesn’t usually snow so much here. 


Rey finds the coffee place alright. It’s got a big red neon sign out front with a dog on it, 
which she thinks is cute. 


Ben has dogs, she remembers. She wonders if he ever comes here with them. It’s hard to 
imagine him in this quaint cafe with cozy nooks and local art hung on the walls, him with his 
big body and rough personality. 


Then again, she’d never have pictured him in a sweater, either. 


Rey dallies by the entrance for a bit, looking for an empty seat, when she remembers she 
still has a few bucks left over from the bus fare. She waits her turn in line and then orders a 
drink with a lot of chocolate and cream in it. The stolen bills shake in her hands, and Rey’s 
quick to hand them over to the barista, embarrassed. 


Hopefully her stepdad doesn’t notice. It was only a ten. 
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She gets her drink and snags a seat by the window. She hasn’t eaten anything since the 
hospital yesterday, and the hot chocolate tastes nice as sin. Last night she’d laid awake until 
nearly dawn, curled up in an uncomfortable knot on the bare carpet with the smell of spilled 
alcohol in her nose. It was all she could do not to creep into the kitchen and pilfer whatever 
she could find. 


Rey doesn’t want anything from her stepdad, or at least any more than she can help. Not 
his food, not his electricity. The second she gets her money from the airline, she’s tossing him 
a ten dollar bill and getting the hell out of there. 


Her stomach curdles. What if she doesn’t get any money? What if she’s forced to start at 
zero? Not even zero, because she’s already saddled herself with countless debts already. And 
who knows what that mental hospital will be charging her. 


She catches motion out of the corner of her eye and glances through the window. 


A fancy black sedan has pulled up to the curb next to the coffee place. One of the windows 
is rolled down, and as Rey watches, a huge pale hand reaches out. Two fingers make the 
“come over here” motion. 


Rey runs out of there so fast, she forgets her drink. 


The car is shiny, like it’s never even been rained on before. She swings the door open and 
stumbles into the shotgun seat. For a second it occurs to her that maybe he wasn’t actually 
inviting her in, only motioning her to the window, and in a panic Rey peers up at Ben to catch 
his reaction. 


He’s not smiling, but he doesn’t look unfriendly as he looks her up and down. Certainly 
he’s not wearing the expression of a man who didn’t want anyone climbing into his car. 


He reaches past Rey and pulls her door shut. The window silently slides closed. 


They just stare at each other for a minute, alone there in the car. The seat is already warm 
beneath Rey’s butt, and she idly wonders if it’s heated. 


Then Ben’s expression softens a little. He says, “Hey, honey.” 


And Rey just bursts into tears. 
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11. Reciprocal 


“And how would you describe your mental state throughout this experience?” 


“Focused. Food was difficult to come by at first, and I had to get creative with hunting 
until I was able to acquire some useful bones and sinew. There were also animals out in the 
woods — boars, as I’ve mentioned — and though the risk of attack was small, it was there. I 
had to keep my senses sharp at all times.” 


“Did you struggle to stay hopeful?” 


“I didn’t worry about hope. I was just doing my best to keep us alive. I kept emotion out of 
it as much as possible.” 


“What about Miss Niima? How was her mental state?” 
A pause in the tape. 
“Td think Miss Niima would be the best person to tell you that, wouldn’t she?” 


“We would be interested in hearing your observations of her. Would you say she was, for 
the most part, calm? Afraid? Or did she, similar to you, push aside her feelings and focus on 
what needed to be done?” 


Another pause, this one longer. 


“At first, Miss Nlima was what I would classify as a normal amount of scared. I expected 
that from her, and tried to reassure her often that we would be rescued, or at least that we 
would be okay. I taught her how to help out with certain tasks, and that seemed to improve 
her general mood. Kept her occupied.” 


“Go on.” 
A deep sigh. 


“T believe it was a little over three months in when things changed. She started to behave 
oddly. Not sleeping, not wanting to eat, erratic behavior. I found out she had been chewing on 
a specific type of nut we had found in the jungle one day, one that I believed was of the betel 
palm variety or one of its relatives. It’s a stimulant, a harmful one that we should stay away 
from, and that’s what I told her.” 


“We’re aware of her usage of this substance.” 


“Right. Well, after a couple weeks I got her to stop eating them, but her general 
eccentricity continued undeterred.” 


“What sort of eccentricity?” 


“Disinterest in daily activities. Extreme anxiety. It became clear to me that she wasn’t 
thinking properly anymore. She’d go on long rants that didn’t make any sense, jumbling up 
her words to the point where I just stopped responding to it because I simply couldn’ 
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understand what she was getting at a lot of the time. She would make wild accusations of me 
out of nowhere, and she’d go on and on about these bizarre speculations regarding the island 
itself.” 


“Speculations?” 


“I dont know. That it was haunted, or imaginary, or full of monsters. Childish things. But 
it was just an island. Just a regular deserted island. She wouldn’t hear a word of it, though.” 


“I see.” The sound of pen on paper. 
“So that’s around when I started building the boat.” 
“To get her help?” 


“To get us both help. I thought if I didn’t act, she might hurt herself soon, or succeed in 
fatally injuring me.” A chair squeaks. “We couldn’ live out there forever. Better to take our 
chances out on the water than go insane on an island.” 


“You mentioned accusations. What was she accusing you of?” 


“Everything.” The tap of fingers on a table. “Hurting her. Assaulting her. Trapping her 
there, on the island. She would often fixate on one thing for hours and then forget she’d ever 
thought that in the first place, moving on to a new delusion in the blink of an eye. Then other 
times, she was... almost normal. Nice.” 


“Would she get physical with you?” 

“Sometimes, yes. She would scratch or bite at me, or try to. You saw the scars?” 

“I believe the hospital has those on record, but would you mind showing me here?” 
“Sure.” 

The sound of clothing moving over skin. 

“Were those from fingernails?” 


“Yes. I woke up to her scratching me. She couldn’ tell me why. Luckily, this was the worst 
she did. Most of her other attempts weren't successful. She’d get especially violent when I 
would have to stop her from running off into the night. I had to keep a very close eye on her. It 
was difficult. I was constantly concerned for our safety.” 


“From your testimony, it sounds like you did the majority of the work and caretaking while 
you two were stranded. Would you say that’s accurate?” 


“As I’ve said, Miss Niima did help where she could, but yes, that statement is generally 
accurate. I had acquired many pertinent skills from my frequent camping trips, and I was able 
to put much of that knowledge to use.” 


“Because you did most of the work, did you ever ask Miss Niima for any repayment for 
your efforts?” 


“No. It was advantageous for me to have a sort of companion out there, even if she was 
half-insane by a certain point. In scenarios like this, even bad company is better than no 
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company at all. Therefore I was willing to do whatever was necessary to care for the two of 
us.” 


“Mr. Solo, you and Miss Niima slept in the same shelter, correct? Why was that?” 


“As I stated before, this was for safety above all else. Miss Niima would also get quite 
frightened at night, even before she started to decline. She wanted to have me nearby in order 
to protect her.” 


“That’s what she told you?” 

“Yes.” 

“Mr. Solo, were you and Miss Niima in a romantic relationship?” 
“No.” 


“While you were stranded with her, did you and Miss Niima ever have intercourse or share 
some form of sexual intimacy?” 


“No, we did not.” 
“Did you, at any point, force sexual contact with her?” 


“No. Miss Niima and I were not in any way sexually involved, by force or otherwise, 
though towards the end of our isolation she frequently accused me of such. But I did not touch 
her in that manner. Not once.” 


“Thank you for your time, Mr. Solo.” 


The whole car ride, Rey’s trembling and sniffling in her seat. She can barely see for all the 
silent tears streaming down her cheeks. 


This wasn’t really how she pictured their reunion would go. She’d imagined something 
quite a bit less pathetic on her part. 


Ben hasn’t said much of anything. He’s got his big hand on her knee and every so often he 
pats her, but that’s it. 


She’s just so overwhelmed. She hadn’t known how to feel about him out here where 
they’re Rey Niima and Ben Solo, and not two dirty castaways trying to survive. She has 
options, now, even if they’re few. She has other places to go. She has other people she might 
be able to count on, even if she can’t think of one at the moment. 


But once she saw his familiar face, his huge body he used to tuck her right into, she 
suddenly couldn’t think of a single better option than this. 


Ruminating like she is, it takes almost fifteen minutes before Rey thinks to ask where 
they’re headed. 


“My home,” Ben tells her. 


Rey stiffens in her seat. She’d assumed they’d be going over to the lawyer’s office, or 
somewhere else related to this stingy airline fiasco. Not his actual house. 
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She wonders if she should be paying attention to the street signs. Then she feels silly and 
wipes that thought away. She sought out Ben. He’s helping her. On the island, towards the end 
he was always telling her how he’d take care of her when they got back, and probably that’s 
exactly what he’s doing right now. 


Unless he’s freaked out by how absolutely wrecked she is. Maybe he heard about the 
mental hospital thing, too. Maybe he’s only taking her back to his house for long enough to 
ring them up again and tell them she’s out wandering and being bonkers. 


“Tt’s okay,” Ben says quietly. He pats her knee again. 


Rey starts. Was she saying that stuff out loud? Or is he just responding to her obvious 
anxiety? She’s got goosebumps all over her body and her brain is stuttering like a chainsaw 
hitting concrete. 


The rest of the ride, she counts the yellow lines dotting the middle of the road. She keeps 
her cool, mostly. She doesn’t say anything nuts. 


Ben doesn’t live in a house. He’s got a nice place, a condo, way up in one of those high- 
rises that’s all steel and glass. Just like how Rey had imagined. 


In the elevator he doesn’t touch Rey, and she doesn’t touch him. The number ticks up into 
the double digits and then they’ve arrived. 


“Wow,” Rey whispers as her feet shuffle to a halt only a couple steps in. 


It’s cleaner than any place she’s ever lived, and everything looks so expensive she’s afraid 
to even move. She always knew Ben was rich as hell, but she’s still finding it difficult to 
reconcile the gruff, wild man she knew with designer furniture and the tasteful art pieces hung 
on the walls. It’s like something out of a catalogue. 


Then Ben’s arms wrap around her from behind, cradling her to his chest in the same old 
way. 


Rey can’t catch her breath. She turns to face him and clutches at his sweater, whimpering 
apologies into the cloth. Feels like she’s drowning and rescued all at the same time. 


“T wanted to come find you,” he says into her hair. “But I wasn’t allowed to. Where have 
you been?” 


Just like that, Rey’s ready to start crying again. She manages to keep it in, tucking the tears 
somewhere behind her lungs. She hiccups and says, “I was in the hospital a lot.” 


“How long have you been out?” 


“Only since yesterday.” He’s so warm. Rey didn’t realize how cold she was before. His 
arms wrapped around her are as good as a blanket. “They sent me back to my stepdad’s, and 
all he had for me was mail.” 


“Mail?” 


Rey shrugs. He smells nice, too, like one of the fancy clothing shops at the mall where all 
the clothes are either beige or black. It makes her feel calm. “Just whatever. Bills and stupid 
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things. I’m in so—I’m in-I’m in so much debt already. If I don’t get that check from the airline 
I’m d-double-screwed.” 


“Why were you in the hospital so long? Are you alright?” 


“They... um,” Rey falters. She tries to come up with some bent truth to give him, but in 
the end she just doesn’t have the energy for it. ‘I was only in the regular hospital for a little 
bit. I don’t remember how long. But then they sent me to this other place, the... you know, 
where if your brain isn’t working right? I was there. Made me do therapy.’ She’s just too 
embarrassed to get the words ‘mental hospital’ out of her mouth. “I think it was because I 
told them about the island. Like, the real story.” 


He pats the back of her head and hugs her closer. “I’m sorry, honey.” 


They stay that way for a while, until Rey finds herself whispering, “Did you tell them, too? 
About the island?” 


Ben’s quiet, so Rey tilts her head up to look at him questioningly. He finally nods. 


She lets out a huge sigh of relief. For sure, she’d assumed Ben hadn’t mentioned a thing to 
anybody, but in the end he must’ve decided she was right and spilled the beans just as she did. 


“Did you also get locked up?” she asks. 
“They tried to. My lawyer fought for me.” 


Rey grumbles internally. It’s always the rich people who get away with things. “I wish I 
had a lawyer.” 


“You do now. I’m going to help you, Rey. I’ll make sure you always have everything you 
need.” 


Ben gives her a quick tour of the place, with Rey hanging tightly onto his arm the whole 
way. By now it’s getting dark out, and as they pass the kitchen her stomach gurgles loudly. 


Ben gives her a look. “Let me guess, your stepdad didn’t have any food for you either.” 


Rey sticks her chin out. “He might’ve, but I didn’t want anything more from him than I 
had to take.” 


He leads her to the adjoining dining room and starts pulling food out of the fridge. He 
doesn’t ask Rey what she wants, but she doesn’t mind. Anymore, she’ll eat just about 
whatever. She’s just grateful to be here and not in her sad, empty room. 


It’s also far quieter here, with no blaring TV or the neighbors’ dogs going nuts. 


That reminds Rey that maybe there should be some barking happening. “Where’s your 
dogs?” she asks. 


“With my brother.” Ben calls back from the kitchen. He’s got a pot of water boiling. “This 
last week I’ve had to be in the office quite a bit, and I don’t like leaving my dogs home alone 
for that long. They get sad.” 


“You don’t usually go in to work?” 
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“No, I work from home most of the time. I just pay for a physical office so my assistant 
has somewhere to park her butt and for the occasional in-person meeting.” He gives her a soft 
smile. “Dogs will be back Monday.” 


Rey grins back feebly. She likes dogs. Always wanted one, or any kind of pet, really. 


Then she freezes. The way he said it, it’s like he expects her to still be here Monday. Or 
maybe he plans to have her come back that day. Wasn’t that when he’d had his assistant 
schedule the call with his lawyer? It’d make sense that she’d need to be here for that, Rey 
reasons. 


The smells wafting from the kitchen, garlic and onion and other spices she can’t pick out, 
scatter her train of thought. Rey resolves not to worry about it for the time being. 


While they eat, Ben tries to engage Rey in more conversation about her hospital stays, but 
her mouth is too full most of the time for her to give any in-depth answers. He’s made them 
some sort of creamy pasta with sauteed vegetables mixed in, and every bite is so mind- 
numbingly delicious that Rey can hardly focus on anything but tasting it. 


Afterwards, Rey can’t say thank-you enough. Ben cuts her off every time. 


“Tt’s nothing,” he tells her, rinsing off the dishes and tucking them neatly in the 
dishwasher. 


The rich food is making her eyes droop, as much as Rey tries to fight it. It’s going to be a 
long trip home from here, especially considering she doesn’t even know where ‘here’ is. And 
she’s got no more bus money. 


“Um.” It hurts to ask for more, after he’s already been so generous to her, but it’s dark out 
and the thought of wandering around in the cold trying to find her way home makes her 
stomach clench tight. And he did say he would help her, right? “Hey, Ben, I’m really sorry, b- 
but... do you think I could... do you think maybe you’d be willing to get me an Uber home?” 


Ben pauses in his cleaning and stares at her. 


“T wouldn’t ask, except I’m not sure what buses to catch, and I’m all out of money. I swear 
I’ll pay you back someday when I can.” 


He shuts off the water, his expression unreadable. “You’re staying here,” he says. “I 
thought that was obvious.” 


Rey blanches. “I am?” 


“Of course. I can’t just send you back to your stepdad’s place. There’s nothing there for 
you. I’m going to take really good care of you while we wait for your money to come in, Rey. 
I promise.” 


Rey can’t believe it. She really doesn’t have to go back. At least, not for a while. 


For the second time that day, Rey puts her face in her hands and cries. 


107 


When Rey wakes up, it’s still dark out. Ben doesn’t have any light-up clocks in his room, 
though, so she can’t tell what exact time it is. 


“Good morning, sleepy.” 


Rey just about leaps from the bed. Ben’s laid out next to her, his thin undershirt leaving 
little to the imagination. 


How odd, she thinks, that even though she spent months snuggled up to him every night, 
now that they’re in a bed together it suddenly feels too intimate. They didn’t even cuddle last 
night. 


“Sorry,” she mumbles. “I didn’t realize you were awake.” 
He scratches his jaw. “Why are you apologizing?” 


She can’t read his face very well in the dim light, but he doesn’t sound mad, so Rey tries to 
calm herself down. She can’t help but feel like she’s just been this huge bother to him, 
showing up at his workplace and making him take care of her. She even had to borrow his 
clothes to sleep in, a huge t-shirt and sweatpants. 


But Ben doesn’t seem to mind. So maybe Rey shouldn’t worry so much. 
She rubs her eyes. “I really need a shower.” 


“T bet.” He sits up and stretches, pulling his arm across his body. “It’s been nothing but 
hospital showers for you, hasn’t it?” 


“The soap there was the worst. It practically crumbled in my hands.” The words just fall 
out of her mouth and Rey kicks herself. Definitely not appropriate to whine about something 
so stupid right now. She continues, “Not that I can really complain. I spent months 
with no soap.” 


“Well, don’t you worry. I’ve got the good stuff.” 


He reaches over to his bedside table and hits a button. Immediately the shades begin 
drawing up all on their own, and sunlight streams into the room. 


Guess it isn’t as early as Rey thought it was. 


He wasn’t kidding about having the good soaps. Tucked into his shower nook are a few of 
those thin, artistically curved bottles of products with telltale feminine scents like Passionfruit 
Medley and Winter Vanilla. 


“Are these yours?” she asks. 


Ben sets a small, folded pile of clothing on the marble counter. “No. They’re for when I 
have a female friend over unexpectedly.” 


“Oh.” Rey wonders how often that must happen, that he has an entire section in his shower 
just for women. The thought sours her a little. 


“Towels are in the cabinet,” he says, oblivious to her inner turmoil. “Don’t take too long, 
alright?” 


“Of course. I’m sure you’ll want to sh-shower too.” 
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He’s already left the room. From the hallway, he calls. “No, I shower in the evenings. But 
breakfast will be ready faster than you think.” 


Rey really does try to make it quick, but the water just feels so nice. He’s got one of those 
shower heads with massage modes, and Rey spends a good five minutes finding one she likes 
best. 


By the time she gets out, she can already catch hints of food smells wafting through the 
crack under the door. She towels off quickly. 


The pile of clothing he left for her on the counter isn’t a pile at all, but a single extra-large 
sweater. She pulls it on and looks around for the clothes from last night that she thought she’d 
left on the toilet seat, but they’re nowhere to be found. Did Ben come and take them without 
her knowing? 


At a loss, Rey cracks the door open and calls, “Ben? Ben, I think I’m missing the rest of 
my clothes. I’m sorry, but do you think you could bring me...” 


He appears around the comer. Rey tries to hide behind the door but he gently pushes it 
open. She skitters to the side. 


His eyes run up and down her body, assessing her. Finally he says, “I think the sweater’s 
enough.” 


His tone defies questioning, but Rey musters up the courage to ask, “What about 
underwear?” 


Ben just shrugs, so Rey doesn’t push the issue. The sweater falls almost to her knees 
anyway, so it’s not a huge deal. Does feel a bit airy down there. 


She tries not to imagine why he might want her wearing so little. 


Rey picks up the brush sitting on the counter and starts pulling it through her hair, which is 
silkier than it’s been in a long time. 


Ben’s still standing behind her, watching. It feels awkward, so Rey asks, “Why did you say 
you weren’t allowed to see me, before?” 


Ben folds his arms across his chest. “It’s not really that I’m not allowed, but I’ve been 
heavily cautioned by my lawyer to steer clear of you for the time being.” 


She tilts her head. “Why?” 


“Wouldn’t look very good, given that the state is debating whether they can charge me 
with sexual assault.” 


Rey’s blood runs cold. “They—they are?” 


“Yep. I’m lucky they didn’t send me straight off to jail. Luckily I’ve got a fantastic lawyer, 
and I’m confident that in time, the whole issue will blow over. We were in international 
waters, after all. It’s a big grey area. And besides, it’s my word against yours.” 


Rey freezes and her fingers go slack, so she drops the hairbrush. Ben shifts his jaw to one 
side and leans in to brace his arms on either side of her, gripping the bathroom counter. 
Trapping her in. 
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“J-I don’t—” She inches forward, trying not to touch him. The switch in mood is sending 
her into a panic. She doesn’t know what to do. “I’m not really sure—” 


Ben shushes her and gets in really close behind her, brushing his cheek against her temple. 
He stares her down in the mirror. “I know you told them I forced you, Rey.” 


She abandons all pretense of calm and shoves at his arm, but it’s locked in place. “It 
wasn’t—wasn’t on purpose, I swear! I didn’t m-mean to accuse you. Just let—let me...” 


He continues as though she hadn’t spoken. “But what I’ve been wondering is, did you also 
tell them you loved it?” 


He moves before she can think to fight. One arm wraps around her torso, trapping her 
against his tall frame. He splays his other hand wide and wraps his fingers around her neck. 
Gentle, but firm. 


“You tell them how much you enjoyed being raped by me, honey?” he murmurs in her ear. 


Rey finally finds her voice. “S-stop! Stop, stop! Stop it.” She wiggles, but he’s got her 
good, and Rey’s weaker than she used to be. Her fight is going nowhere. “You have to let me 
go!” 


“Says who?” 


“T’ll report you! We’re not trapped on an island anymore. There’s laws here. If you do this 
I’ll report you for real. To the police.” 


“Oh, yeah?” Ben takes a long whiff of her hair, and sighs. “Then who’s going to help you 
get your money, Rey? Who’s going to make sure you’re fed and housed? Your deadbeat of a 
stepdad?” 


Rey doesn’t want to admit it, but he’s right. She needs Ben, needs his money and his 
connections. Or else it’s just Rey and her big fat nothing, and she’s not so sure she can make 
it by herself anymore. Not how she is now. 


But she can’t just go along with this. Not now that she’s so close to freedom. “I could find 
my own way,” she whimpers. 


“They already think you’re nuts, Rey. You know they do.” The hand on her throat squeezes 
once. “Even if you did tattle on me, they wouldn’t believe you. Especially not after I tell 
everyone how you begged me to let you come.” 


Rey wiggles harder. “No! You can’t!” 


“Yeah, I’ll just tell them all about how you moaned and squirmed so pretty on my cock, 
how I touched you so gently and you just ate that shit up. They’ll never take you seriously.” 


But she still writhes, jabbing elbows where they won’t do any good, because she hates him 
for being right. She hates that he’s got her cornered, and that they both know her fighting 
doesn’t mean a thing. 


Because she won’t tell on him. She won’t throw away her biggest chance at survival. And 
he knows it. 


“Let me be your daddy, honey,” he murmurs. “Let me take care of you.” 
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“And in return you get to rape me whenever you like, is that it?” Rey spits. 


“Yep.” His hand drifts to Rey’s hip, and he draws up the sweater until she’s exposed all the 
way up to her belly button. “Whenever I like.” He doesn’t touch her, just stares into the 
mirror at where her thighs meet. 


This is the part of Ben that always scared her. The hungry part that just takes what it wants 
and discards Rey as a used-up husk. The part of him that loves to shame her, degrade her, 
make her his in every way. 


The part Rey hates that she likes. 


Ben huffs into her hair and grips her even tighter, then suddenly releases her from his arms 
and steps back. “Unfortunately for us both,” he says, eyeballing her bare legs, “I have to 
work. And you need to eat.” 


Rey whirls around, not keen on having her back to him any longer. “But it’s Saturday.” 
“Six months of absence means a lot to catch up on.” 


The way he’s acting so casual, like he hadn’t just assaulted and threatened her, it makes 
Rey’s anger fizzle a bit. It’s not like this is the first time he’s made her survival contingent 
upon him getting access to her body. 


As much as she hates to admit it, if she was able to put up with it before, she can put up 
with it again. And at least this time around, she’!I be well-fed. 


“What, um...” She flushes, feeling awkward. “What exactly was it you do? Sorry.” 


He sticks his hands in his pockets. “I’m a business consultant. A good one, and I’m paid 
well for it.’ He waves his hand at the bathroom, all marble and mirrored surfaces. 
“Obviously.” 


“So you don’t really have a boss?” 

“No. I’m my own boss.” 

“Ts that why you don’t wear a suit to work?” 
He furrows his brow. “A suit?” 


“T just thought-I don’t know.” Why did she have to say that? What does it even matter, 
what he wears to work? “I guess when you told me about your job before, I imagined you’d 
wear a suit. Because you’re rich and all that. Dumb.” 


He stares her down, and then in a softer voice, he asks, “You want me to wear a suit, 
honey?” 


The look he gives her, Rey blushes all over again and turns away. Of course he’d get the 
wrong idea about it. “No,” she mutters. “It’s not like that.” 


His big hand brushes against her cheek and she flinches. “I can do that for you.” 


Then he walks out, heading back to the bedroom. Rey scurries along behind him. 
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“You’ve mis—misunderstood. That wasn’t what I meant. I just pictured you as fancy or 
something, it wasn’t that I want you to wear anything. Or, uh, I do want you to wear things. I 
don’t care what things you wear. That’s—that’s what I’m saying. Okay?” 


For all Rey can tell, Ben doesn’t even hear her. Out of his closet he drags a black mass on 
a hanger. He carefully pulls off the plastic covering to reveal a suit. 


Then, right there in front of her, Ben starts stripping. 


Rey whirls around and covers her face. She’s seen him naked before — she saw it all the 
time on the island, though not voluntarily. But it feels more intimate here, without the 
constant heat necessitating very little clothing. 


She stays that way until she hears Ben’s chuckle directly in front of her. Peeking out from 
behind her hands, she sees Ben, thankfully one-hundred-percent clothed now. 


“Well?” he says, holding his arms out. “Does it live up to your expectations?” 


Privately, the answer is ‘yes’. He must have had this thing tailored. The black fabric fits his 
body perfectly, with just the right amount of loose cloth to make him look even more 
imposing. He’s got a boring blue tie in a knot at his collar, drawing Rey’s eye over the white 
button-up shirt and down to the belt. If he hadn’t just threatened to rape her, Rey might’ve 
told him he looks alright. 


As it is, she settles for folding her arms across her chest and saying, “I told you, I 
didn’t have expectations. You can wear what you want.” 


He just smiles all goofy and says, “You can’t kid me. I know ladies like a guy in a suit.” 
“Suit or no suit, most ladies don’t like being threatened with rape,” is her biting response. 


“True. Most don’t.” He brushes his fingers through her wet hair and chuckles when she 
jerks away. “But you do.” 


Rey’s stomach lurches and she tries to conjure up a witty retort, but Ben cuts her off. 
“Let’s go. As much as I’m enjoying this, I really do need to work.” 


“Why do I have to go anywhere? I’m not working.” Only after saying it does she realize 
what a spoiled brat she sounds like. Thankfully, Ben doesn’t react to her sass. 


“You'll eat your breakfast in my office. And then you’ll stay there with me so I can keep 
an eye on you.” He turns to the door. 


Rey follows him out of the room. “What am I supposed to do all day?” 


“Oh, I’m sure I can find something for you.” 
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12. Consensual 


Breakfast is just as incredible as dinner was. It’s only eggs, bacon, and toast — what Rey 
knows to be standard breakfast fare according to what she’d seen on TV — but damned if she 
can’t think of another meal that tasted this good. 


But she’s grown used to eating at night, eating herself to sleep, and Rey finds herself 
drooping lower and lower in her seat as she uses her fork to hunt down the last of the dregs. 


She glances up to find Ben giving her a disapproving look from across his desk. 
“Ts it too early to take a nap?” she asks him somewhat sheepishly. 

“Yes. If you nap now, you won’t be able to sleep tonight.” 

pap" 


“Go put your plate in the sink and come right back. I have a job for you,” he says, 
carefully penning a note ona sticky pad. 


Rey does what he asks and comes to stand by his desk. It’s one of those big wooden ones, 
the kind that takes like five dudes to move around, and most of the surface is empty save for 
Ben’s sleek laptop and a few pens and yellow pads. No cool desk toys or anything, not even 
the swingy metal ball kind. 


Ben takes his sweet time typing up an email while Rey sags into a slouch. She hopes he 
only plans to make her take notes for him, or maybe proofread a document. 


Her hopes are pointless, though, as well she knows. Ben’s probably got a very different job 
in mind for her. Who makes someone take notes without any underwear on? 


Rey watches his fingers spider-dance across the keyboard. For having such big hands, he 
sure knows how to type fast. 


Her suspicions are proven correct when Ben finishes his email and leans back in his chair, 
rolling himself away from the desk. He points at the hollow area underneath where his legs 
were just a second ago. 


“Under there, please.” 


Rey reluctantly gets on all fours and crawls under the desk, turning back to face Ben. From 
this angle he looms huge and she can’t see anything else, all boxed in as she is. 


Ben adjusts his tie, craning his neck to the side, and says, “You remember how good you 
warmed my cock that one time? You think you could do that for me again, honey?” 


Her cheeks flush red. She can already see a sizable bulge in his black slacks, right at eye- 
level. “I guess,” she says quietly. 


Ben unbuckles his belt and reaches into his slacks, pulling his cock out. His hand wraps 
around it, giving it a couple quick pumps. “Just hold this in your mouth for a bit and keep it 
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warm while I work, okay?” 


It looks plenty warm to Rey already, but she just nods. Ben wheels himself back into place 
so Rey’s framed on either side by his legs. 


She takes his cock in her hand, trailing her fingers up and down. It wasn’t so long ago, 
really, that she’d last dealt with this. She can do it again. 


It won’t be so bad. 


At first Rey only sucks the tip into her mouth. With her stomach so full, she’d rather take 
things a little slower. No telling how long he expects her to do this for. She’s got to pace 
herself. 


Ben’s already back to typing. He doesn’t give her a second glance as she inches him 
deeper into her mouth. 


By the time she’s got him fully seated, she’s having to take big, deep breaths to stop 
herself from gagging. It’s a lot to handle, and she’s out of practice. He’s just as thick as he 
always was. 


Rey carefully lays her cheek against his thigh. He didn’t say anything about sucking him 
off, so she doesn’t bother with that, just kneels there with his cock filling her mouth 
completely and her eyes staring unfocused at the buttons on his shirt. 


Since she has all the time in the world, her mind starts to wander. She tries to examine her 
current predicament with a stranger’s eyes. Is it like this for all adult relationships? Some of 
Rey’s friends had sex, and while they were eager to share a good haul of details and drama 
from it, no one ever mentioned anything like what she and Ben do. It was always just the 
regular romantic stuff: kissing, getting felt up, and a couple minutes of the in-and-out before 
the guy finishes. 


Rey tries to imagine herself in one of those relationships. She flips through all the boys 
from school or work that she used to have a crush on, but none of them appeal to her 
anymore. Maybe it’s just been too long since she’s seen them. So she conjures up a pretend 
boy, someone built and young with a great smile, but when she tucks her imaginary self up 
against him, it doesn’t feel right at all. 


Well, whatever. 


She pictures herself naked with this other guy, this dude she could maybe meet and care 
for someday, and imagines him touching her all gentle and sweet. Kissing her over her whole 
body, hugging her close. Maybe he’s on top, or maybe she is, but it doesn’t seem to matter 
how she swings it because none of it gives her that spark of excitement, that heavy warmth in 
her belly that she’s used to with Ben. 


Maybe he messed her up forever with what he did on the island. She could’ve been 
satisfied with normal things, regular sex things, if he hadn’t shoved her straight out of orbit 
with his deviant desires. Probably. 


It’s easier to stomach if she can believe it’s all his fault. 


“Stay quiet, now, please.” 
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Rey looks up. Ben is just finishing plugging a number into his cellphone. He lifts it to his 
ear and holds his other finger over his lips as a reminder. 


Like she hasn’t been dead quiet this whole time. Like she could say anything even if she 
wanted to. 


The person he calls, that’s who does most of the talking, the tinkling little ant-voice barely 
making it from the speaker to her ears. Ben’s just all uh-huh’s and I-see’s and let-me-make-a- 
note-of-that’s, even though he doesn’t make one single note the whole call. 


Around where Ben’s cock is, Rey’s mouth is filling up with saliva. She figures she just 
might get in trouble if she makes a wreck of his nice dress pants, so to avoid it spilling out of 
her mouth, Rey swallows. 


Still on the phone, Ben’s breath hitches and he grips his armrest tight, the vein on the back 
of that hand flaring big. He doesn’t look down at Rey. 


If her mouth wasn’t stretched wide, Rey’d be smiling right now. All he told her was to be 
quiet. He didn’t say anything about moving around a bit. 


Rey lifts her head from his thigh and slowly pulls away a couple inches. Then she sucks 
herself right back down to the base of him. She does it again, and again, and again, increasing 
her pace with each thrust. 


Ben makes a sound like he’s stifling a groan. His lips press into a thin line and he leans 
back in the chair, as far back as he can go, and he shuts his eyes. “Yeah,” he tells the phone. “I 
understand.” 


Rey’s got her hands planted against his hips for leverage and as she gets going faster, she 
feels Ben’s muscles flex and clench. 


It’s exciting, making him react like this. Flipping the tables so he’s the one trying to stay 
hushed. Putting his embarrassment on the line this way, suddenly Rey’s understanding a little 
bit of why he likes doing it to her. 


A little payback never hurt anyone. 


Between the feeling of his warm skin gliding along her tongue, filling her mouth, and the 
thrill of putting him at risk of getting caught, Rey’s indignant spark gets sent packing. She’s a 
creature of the moment, and now she’s all excitement, all thrill. She’s got no room to be mad 
at him for making her do this in the first place. 


To give her throat a break she pulls back and starts swirling her tongue around the tip of 
his cock, sucking hard whenever it’s Ben’s turn to talk. 


For the most part he keeps his voice good and even. When he’s not speaking, he’s got the 
phone turned wonky so the microphone’s aimed away from his mouth. 


“You’ve got nothing to worry about,” he tells the phone. That last word turns hoarse as 
Rey wraps her fist around the base of his cock and starts pumping while she sucks. He clears 
his throat, then says, “We’ll discuss further on Wednesday.” 


His phone makes a bang when he drops it back on the desk, and Rey starts so hard she 
jerks away from him. 
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The look he gives her is cool, calm, but behind his eyes and the set of his mouth is that 
deep, cruel fury that Rey’s been unlucky enough to encounter before. 


“You having fun, little girl?” Ben asks curtly. 


Rey bites her lip, then says, “I thought you would like it.” Even to her ears, the lie is plain 
as the sun. 


He nods. “Oh, I’m sure.” 


Then it’s just the two of them staring each other down. Rey’s still got her hand wrapped 
around his cock, only now she’s starting to tremble. 


“Did...” She clears her throat. She hadn’t really thought about what would happen after his 
call was done, and now she’s kind of regretting this whole thing. “Did you want me to 
finish?” 


“T don’t think so.” He rolls his chair back, finally forcing Rey to break her grip. “Stand up, 
please.” 


She does what he asks. She’s got one foot overlapping the other, stepping on her own toes, 
and she has half a mind to run straight out of the room. But she knows from experience that 
she’l] only be in for worse if she does. 


Ben takes her hips in both hands and leads her to stand between his knees. “You want to 
get me in trouble?” he asks in a low voice. 


“No! Just—just—” 


In one swoop he takes the hem of her sweater and lifts it up and over her head, dropping it 
to the side. “You just what?” he asks, splaying his fingers over her waist. “Just wanted me to 
make a fool of myself to a client?” 


Rey swallows and hugs her shoulders. “I guess I thought it might be fun if you w-were the 
one who was nervous is all. I didn’t mean any harm, swear.” Despite herself, a single tear 
wells up and runs down her cheek. “I’m sorry.” 


“T know, honey. You thought you’d feed me some of my own medicine, didn’t you?” 


That’s exactly what Rey was thinking. Sums it up perfect, in fact. But she didn’t expect to 
be called out, at least not this openly, so she just stares at Ben’s chest and nods. 


“But even though you didn’t mean harm, I’m sure you understand I have to do something 
about this behavior. Don’t you?” He taps his fingers against her hips. “I can’t just let you get 
away without a consequence.” 


“T guess not,” Rey mumbles. 
“Face my desk,” he says abruptly. 


It takes a second for Rey to process the command, but she immediately does what she’s 
told. In the back of her mind she wonders if she’s about to get spanked again. As far as 
punishments go, she thinks, it could be worse. 
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But Ben doesn’t lean her over the desk. Carefully as possible, he helps Rey onto his lap, 
her legs kneeling on either side of his. Once he’s got her in place, he draws the chair back up 
to the desk. 


His cock, wet and warm, bumps against Rey’s pussy and she flinches. 


“I’m a big fan of the punishment fitting the crime,” Ben says, his breath hitting the back of 
her neck. “So I’m going to make a few more calls, and I expect you to behave yourself. 
Understand?” 


Thick calluses brush Rey’s thighs as Ben’s hands roam over her body. Rey clutches at the 
desk for support. It’s too cold in here, and the fire coursing through her blood mixed with the 
chill running over her skin sends an odd shiver down her spine. 


“Yes,” she whispers. 


“Yes, what?” He nudges her hips down again so his cock is pressed along her lips. Rey 
knows if she glanced down, she could probably see it poking out from under her. 


She doesn’t look. “Yes, daddy.” 


“Good. You stay just like this. Don’t want you moving one inch.” Then he picks up his 
phone. 


It’s not so bad at first. Rey’s legs are a little uncomfortable, but she grows used to the 
position. More difficult is the sensation of Ben’s cock, still slick from her earlier game, 
pressing hotly along her pussy. Rey can hardly admit it to herself but she’s already riled up 
from sucking him off. 


She has little doubt that she’s wet. Even if she couldn’t feel that familiar throbbing 
insistence in the heart of her pelvis, she’d still know it. Her body always reacted that way, 
back when he would make her use her mouth on the island, and though the time and distance 
between now and those memories has changed a whole lot about her, it hasn’t changed this. 


This phone call is a lot more casual. Probably not a client, Rey guesses, but still important. 
Now that she’s a little closer she can make out a bit more of the voice. Deep, this one, though 
not as deep as Ben’s. It’s got a scratchy smoker’s quality to it. 


As Ben shoots the shit with the guy, his free hand wanders over Rey’s body. He follows the 
crease where her leg meets her hip, then brushes over the curve of her belly. He tickles under 
her ribs but she just grips the desk all the harder and bites her lip hard. 


Ben laughs and his abdomen flexes as he does, which nudges his cock along her pussy. 
Rey has to choke back a whimper. She’d been trying to forget about her lower half 
completely. 


Ben made this game look way easier than it is. That, or he’s just much better at it than Rey. 


Just that simple motion gives her a taste of the pleasure she was trying so hard not to think 
about. If only she could grind against him, chasing her desire, while he tells her how naughty 
she is for disobeying him... 


Rey blinks hard. Not helpful, she tells herself. 
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That accursed hand winds up her torso and traces the underside of each breast. When he 
reaches for her nipple, Rey has to let go of the desk to press her palm over her mouth. 


He goes slow, like he always used to, drawing circles over her skin. Then it’s a caress here, 
a flick there. He’s hardly touching her, light as he’s pressing, but that makes Rey all the more 
sensitive. 


Not a sound, not a sound. 


Her first screw-up happens when he pinches her nipple between two fingers and tugs 
lightly. Even with her whole body clenched tight to keep all the sound in, her mind slips from 
its concentration and she lets out a very soft, almost imperceptible moan. 


Ben’s motions pause, then resume like nothing happened. 


Rey doesn’t notice the call end, not until Ben’s thumbing the phone one-handed, dialing 
another number. It starts ringing, and with every ring until they pick up he’s squeezing Rey’s 
nipple. 


Then his hand shifts to her hip, and for a minute he’s just talking. Giving Rey a break. 


Or maybe he knows how desperate she is already, and he only wants to torture her more by 
making her sit there still without any sort of stimulation. Can he feel how wet she is? Rey 
sure hopes not. 


How embarrassing, to whine and cry about the prospect of being raped, then not an hour 
later being fully ready to beg to come. Rey wants to hide, but she can’t move. 


His hand grips her tighter, holding her in place as though he can read her mind. But his 
real intent becomes very clear as he starts to minutely shift his hips. It’s only a little bit, but 
it’s enough to rub his cock along her clit. 


Despite herself, Rey tries to buck against his hold. He’s stroking her so slowly, a half-inch 
one way, then back, and she needs more. It almost hurts, this teasing. 


But even though she’s thrown all notion of obedience out the window, she can’t move. At 
least, not enough to get her anywhere. She needs more than this to come, and Ben knows it. 
He’s always known just how to tease her. 


And while she suffers Ben’s just talking, chatting. As though he wasn’t stroking himself 
off with her pussy. As though he does this every day. 


All she can do is stare at the black screen of his laptop and hope he has some pity on her. 
Which she knows he won’t. 


When he finally hangs up Rey gets the first syllable of ‘sorry’ out of her mouth before he’s 
shoving everything on his desk out of the way and pushing her upper half down. The wood is 
blissfully cool against her cheek. 


“Clearly you don’t know how to listen,” Ben says in a clipped tone. There’s a jangling 
sound, metal against metal. “So I’ll just help you out.” 


He takes her wrists and guides them behind her back, then begins looping a stiff leather 
something around them. Rey hears that metal sound again, and she guesses it’s his belt. He 
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must tuck it into a perfect little knot, because Rey’s wrists aren’t going anywhere. 


Then there’s the sound of fabric running sharp against fabric, and Ben’s reaching around to 
draw her mouth open. It doesn’t even occur to her to resist him. 


He stuffs a silken blue bundle — his tie — past her teeth. 


“There.” He pats her head and checks the belt for leeway. “You’re going to be good and 
still now, aren’t you, honey? Not going to make one sound.” 


Rey only whimpers. 


He lifts her hips just a bit, enough so he can slide his hand beneath her and stroke her 
lazily. “Thought I’d felt you getting wet down there, but damn.” She can feel it now, too, as 
he smears her slick all over with little pattern to it. “Needy little thing. When was the last time 
you came?” 


She huffs into her gag, unable to answer if she wanted to, which she certainly doesn’t. 
“Was it at the hospital?” 


Reluctantly, Rey shakes her head. What she can’t tell him is that up until now, she didn’t 
have the wherewithal to even think about sex, much less masturbate. It’s been a whirlwind of 
stress and nurses keeping an eyeball on her. 


“You were waiting for me, weren’t you?” He chuckles, a breathy sound. “Waiting for me 
all this time. Mine and no one else’s. I bet you can’t wait to come on my cock.” 


Rey can’t help but moan at that, a long, sustained moan that takes all the air out of her 
lungs. 


“T know, I know. But you’|l just have to be patient. I need to make one more call.” 
He circles her clit and Rey groans and writhes, but he just chuckles again and pulls away. 


The phone starts ringing faintly behind her. Rey stares into the charging port of his stupid, 
thin laptop. She imagines herself cracking it into the doorjamb, wires and chips flying all over 
the place. 


She hopes it’s a short call. Or better yet, maybe they don’t even pick up. 


But they do, and just like before, Ben gives her a minute before he moves at all. His cock 
grinds against her, teasing her clit with the head. Working her up further. 


Rey is suddenly very glad for the tie. She’s keeping her pitiful sounds to a minimum, but 
for sure even her breathing would be way too loud if not for her being gagged. Every thrust 
he makes sends prickles of pleasure through her. She can feel her cunt clenching and 
spasming around nothing. 


Then he’s lifting her hips up and guiding her down onto his cock, plunging deep inside of 
her cunt in one go. 


Rey can’t help the grunt that comes out of her. She forgot how big he is, how he stretches 
her to the maximum and then some. He fills her all the way to the hilt. 


Now Rey’s just sitting on his lap. Impaled and not moving. 
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At first it’s no problem keeping still. She’s taking deep breaths, in and out, letting her body 
get used to the intrusion. If she hadn’t been so aroused already, Rey thinks, this would’ve 
been downright painful. 


But before she’s ready, Ben starts to slowly pump into her. He’s doing all the work, lifting 
and dropping her hips, easing her muscles lax until it doesn’t feel so uncomfortable anymore. 


Maybe it’s her being bent over, but he’s managing to hit just the right angle that makes 
Rey’s eyes want to roll back in her head. But he’s going too slow! Too slow for her to build 
all the way up, but just slow enough to keep her on edge. 


He’s a devil. A real life devil. 


The phone call goes on for forever, it feels like. Ben’s voice rolls in one ear and out the 
other, none of the words sticking. The smooth rising and falling of his voice is all she focuses 
on. 


That, and her throbbing cunt. She’d swear she couldn’t get any more excited, but then 
another minute passes and she finds herself teased to an even greater height. She’s so wet, so 
unbearably wet. Must be making a gigantic mess of Ben’s slacks. 


Rey inwardly smiles. To think she was worried about that very issue not too long ago. But 
if Ben minded, he wouldn’t be working her up like this. He wouldn’t be fucking her in a nice 
suit. 


In fact, she hopes his pants are getting stained to high heavens. Stained so bad even the 
most expensive rich dude pants cleaner can’t get it out. She hopes Ben has to buy a whole 
new pair. 


Her clit aches. If her hands weren’t tied back, she’d be reaching for herself. Probably that’s 
why he did it. 


When he finally hangs up again, Ben doesn’t say a word to Rey. He takes her by the hips 
and pushes her forward until she’s off his lap. Her legs dangle, feet laying limp against the 
carpet. She doesn’t bother finding purchase, letting the desk support her weight entirely. 


Then he stands up behind her, his hands planting on either side of her face, and in one 
motion he plunges in deep. He pushes until there’s no more of him to take. 


Rey can’t do a thing except moan. She tries to plead for more, for harder, for faster, but 
it’s just noise. 


“T know, honey,” he grunts, pulling out nearly all the way and driving deep again. “You 
want it so bad, don’t you?” 


She’s got a decision here, a choice between her dignity and her arousal. It’s no surprise 
which one wins out. 


Legs trembling, Rey finds her footing and gains enough purchase to grind herself on Ben’s 
cock. She can hear the motion, hear how wet she is, and she blushes hot all the way to her 
hairline. But the shame isn’t enough to make her stop. 


“ Atta girl,” he grunts. He looms behind her, an immovable mountain. 
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He lets her struggle for a bit, occasionally giving her a little comment here or there to 
encourage her. Then he must finally take some pity on her. 


He grips the belt wrapped around her wrists and with that as leverage, starts fucking her in 
earnest. Long, deep strokes. 


Every exhale for Rey is a moan, or a grunt, or mangled pleas. She can’t escape this hulking 
man, even if she wanted to, which she certainly doesn’t. Not right this second anyway. 


No, all Rey wants is for him to fuck her faster. 


Ben’s hand leaves her wrists. Fingers thread into her hair and tug her upward, arching her 
upper body away from the desk. She feels lips at her ear. 


“Now tell me how much you hate getting raped by me. Go on.” He pulls the tie out of her 
mouth, letting it fall in a wet pile to the desk. “Tell me. Tell me what a horrible man I am.” 


Between her strangled cries and moans, all Rey can get out is “Faster!” and “Please!” a 
few times. 


Ben grunts and obliges her, picking up the pace. “Yeah, you fucking love it,” he murmurs. 


The edge of the desk is pinching Rey’s hips but she can’t feel the pain of it. She’s 
consumed by the desire for more. 


His other hand slides up to grip the far edge of the desk as he pounds harder. “Show me 
how pretty you can come, sweetheart.” 


And she does. She comes hard enough to break the room to pieces, her cries echoing off 
the walls without any regard for neighbors. 


“Good girl,” Ben grunts as he comes, his low voice loud in her ear. “Very good.” 
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13. Survival 


Rey gets used to the sounds of her new life, just as she got used to the island ones. 


The everpresent whoosh of waves crashing against the shore becomes the faint hum of 
central air. After a few days, Rey doesn’t even flinch anymore when that unseen machine 
chugs to life. 


The crunch of rough woven fibers becomes the light, but insistent, beep of the security 
system when Ben leaves to grab the mail or walk the dogs. 


Speaking of, the dogs have all their own sounds, the two of them. Barking and sniffling 
and whining, sometimes, when they’re antsy for dinner. Ben’s brother comes by to drop them 
off the following week, just as promised. 


Rey doesn’t get to meet him. The brother. Ben stows her away in the bedroom and tells her 
she better be quiet. And she is. So quiet she can hear them chatting out there, but she doesn’t 
catch any word or phrase in particular. Just the murmur. 


This high up in the air, there’s no street sounds except for the occasional siren or an 
especially assertive car honk. There’s no upstairs neighbors stomping and making their 
ceiling rattle. Ben’s got such a nice place, Rey’d hardly even know they’re in the city, so long 
as she doesn’t look out the windows. 


Instead, Rey mostly gets used to Ben’s noises. His real-life ones, like the way his hair 
sounds when he pulls a comb through it. A shush-ing sound. 


The harsh scraping sound of ribbed metal-on-metal when he cooks them both eggs in the 
mornings. Ben always overcooks the eggs, but Rey doesn’t mind. It reminds her of the weird 
island-bird eggs, the ones Ben found and cooked for them both. 


And then, breakfast through dinner, there’s often the ice cream jingle of Ben’s phone to 
interrupt them. Such a cute sound — ridiculous, to Rey’s thinking. Ben’s too no-nonsense to 
have a ringtone like that. 


“Fuck.” Hands covered in gloopy egg whites, Ben looks pointedly to Rey and jerks his 
chin towards the phone sitting next to the carton. He flips the sink on with his elbow and 
starts washing his fingers. 


Rey drags her finger across the screen. Call accepted. To be extra helpful, she hits the 
speakerphone button. 


From the phone, “Solo.” It’s the voice of a man who only knows how to snap at people. 
Everything he has to say, it’s a problem. 


Ben gives the phone a serene look and wipes his hands dry. “Yeah.” 


“They found out.” 
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Ben doesn’t say another word until he’s got the phone against his ear, the speaker turned 
off. “How deep’s the shit I’m in?” 


He listens for a long time, methodically scrambling the eggs, cutting in only once to say, 
“Probably my bitch receptionist.” Nothing about his face has changed, his expression 
remaining flat the entire call thus far. 


Then he whistles, and he says, “They sure move quick.” 


Rey doesn’t bother hiding her interest. She stares at the phone hard as though it were still 
on speaker, her mind jumbling together as she tries to conjure up a picture of what they could 
be discussing. What shit’s Ben in. What his bitch receptionist did. 


There’s only one thing she knows for sure of that Ben is hiding from people. One person, 
really. 


But she knows Ben well, and she’s gathered he’s a scheming type of guy. What the phone- 
voice said, it could mean anything. Business stuff, who knows. Anything. He could have any 
number of hidden things. 


She wonders if that guy is Ben’s lawyer. 
“T get it.” A pause, and then his eyes roll to look at the ceiling. “I get it.” 


He portions half the eggs out onto a plate and drops a slab of toast next to the pile. “Yeah, 
thanks for the heads up.” 


He snaps his fingers and points at a plate. Rey guesses that’s hers. 


When he hangs up, he looks no less disrupted than he did before the call. Rey had always 
wondered on the island how he managed to shove his emotions to the side for much of the 
time, despite their horribly dire circumstances, but seeing him out in the world, she’d guess 
he’s just not one to express much when under stress. Holds it all in. 


“Eat quick,” he tells her, so Rey gets to shoveling eggs into her mouth. He leans against 
the countertop and starts forking the remaining eggs straight out of the pan. “We’re going to 
have a visitor in a bit, so I need you showered and ready to go soon as you’re done.” 


Rey pauses. “What sort of visitor?” 
“A social worker. She’s probably going to interview you.” 


“Like the detective did?” Her stomach wavers and Rey reconsiders her next loaded bite. 
Her memories from that time are hazy at best but she sure as hell isn’t interested in revisiting 
a similar situation. 


“Sure, maybe,” Ben shrugs. Then he looks straight at her. Laser straight, cold blue. “But 
instead of being nervous, this time you’ll be totally calm. No need for panic.” 


He’s got more faith in her temperament than she does. “I will?” 
“Yep. Because this time, you’ll know exactly what you’re supposed to say.” 


Rey eats half her eggs and dumps the rest, ignoring Ben’s disapproving glare. She showers 
quick, wanting plenty of time to spare. He didn’t say when their visitor would be arriving. 
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Probably he doesn’t exactly know. 


Ben dresses her up nice. Simple. A t-shirt and jeans, ones that fit well and look simple, but 
Rey saw the tags when he opened the package. They’re from a pricey place. She would’ve 
refused them, except she’s not exactly in a position to. 


She’s only got one outfit to her name, after all. 


From a closet in the hallway Ben pulls a thick quilt and a couple of pillows. “My guess is 
the social worker’s going to ask you a lot of questions about you being here. And me.” 


Rey nods and follows him back down the hallway. “That’s because I’m not allowed to be 
staying here, right?” 


“You're allowed. But it looks bad to some people, given that you accused me of rape and 
all that on the official record. Now that the cat’s out of the bag, all we can do is damage 
control. So you just have to make sure they know you’re here willingly.” 


He piles the quilt and pillows in the corner of the living room near the couch. He makes 
them a little messy, like they were tossed there. 


Then he turns to her and holds her face in his hands, palms dwarfing her cheeks. “I know 
you’re not going to say anything about assault this time around, are you, honey?” 


Rey shakes her head. She can’t jeopardize this, not with how close she is to getting her 
money. 


“Good. Because that would only result in, at best, me getting carted off in handcuffs and 
then there you’d be, with nothing and no one, right back at square one. No money. No lawyer. 
No one who gives one single shit about you.” 


She flinches. “Don’t—don’t the people who sent the social worker care about me? Isn’t that 
why they’re coming?” 


Ben gives her a humorless smile. “They only care about catching me out. The social 
worker was sent here by the legal opposition. They’re not some savior for poor people like 
you in desperate need. If you think you’re going to get anything from them, you must be as 
insane as they think you are. No, the second they’re assured that you’re ‘safe’ from me, it’ll 
be back on the street for you. With nothing to show for it.” 


He lets her go and walks to his office, bringing out a small, square device that fits in the 
palm of his hand. He carefully plugs it into an outlet by the couch. It looks like just another 
power adapter, but Ben treats it like something else, hitting a hidden button on the side and 
pulling up an app on his phone while he’s crouched there. 


“But what if I tell her you’re not hurting me and she doesn’t believe me?” Rey asks 
quietly. 


“Better try real hard to make sure that doesn’t happen, honey. That’s all I can tell you.” He 
finishes with whatever he’s doing and pats her on the shoulder. “Now go read on the couch 
until she gets here.” 


When the knock sounds at the door, Rey hasn’t read one single page, just spent an hour 
staring blankly at her book. She’s wracked her brain for any way forward besides the one that 
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Ben’s provided, but lying for him is the only possible way she can think of to keep his 
financial support. It puts a slick rotten taste in her throat, thinking about what she’s willing to 
do for money. But it’s her only way. 


She can’t make it out there on her own. Not all messed up like she is now. 


Rey stays on the couch and lets Ben answer the door. He’s on a call, or maybe just 
pretending to be, and he gives the woman waiting outside a brusque smile. 


“Yeah—Phil, let me put you on mute for one second—” He turns the phone away from his 
mouth and offers his hand. “Hi, you must be...?” 


“Andrea Richardson, certified state social worker. You’re Mr. Solo, I assume?” 
He nods and waves her in. 


She’s a nice-looking woman, the mom type with bouncy chin-length hair and a dark 
lipstick mouth. Her earrings match the lining on her pantsuit. When Rey catches her eye she 
gives Rey a big ’ole smile. 


Ben’s still got the phone pressed to his chest. “I apologize, but I won’t be able to join you. 
Please take the living room. If you need me, my office is just—” 


“We won't,” the woman interrupts. She gives Ben a nod like she’s dismissing him, then 
without another word turns away and comes to sit near Rey, leaving a whole couch cushion 
between them. 


Rey’s heart is hammering like it was in her last interview. Her whole body is in knots. She 
curls her hands around the closed book in her lap, intent on hiding their trembling. 


The social worker’s got a big folder of stapled white paper in her hands, along with a 
clipboard. She sits like they do in beauty pageants, with her legs crossed at the ankle and her 
spine up straight. 


She gives another cheesy smile and says, “Hello, Miss Niima. Can I call you Rey?” 
Rey tries to smile back. “Yeah.” 


“Great. You can call me Andrea. I noticed you seem a little nervous, but you don’t need to 
be, okay? I’m going to ask you some questions, and I promise there are no wrong answers.” 
She’s got the voice of an elementary school teacher. Her lips make a big shape for every 
vowel, like Rey might not understand otherwise. 


“Okay.” 
“First things first, how have you been doing?” 


Rey takes a deep breath. She can be honest about this one. “I’m alright. Just trying to get 
used to being in the real world again. It’s been... a lot.” 


“Oh, I’m sure, I’m sure, yes. Did you live in Seattle prior to the accident?” 
“Um, Bellevue, actually. But I rode over here on the bus a lot.” 


“T see.” She jots a note. “And when the accident occurred, you were on a return flight from 
Japan, correct?” 
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“Yeah.” 
“Were you on vacation there?” 
“S-sort of. I won the trip in a lottery through my job. I was only there for three days.” 


The social worker scrunches her eyebrows down and nods as she writes. “And were you 
traveling alone?” 


“Yes. It-it was an expensive trip. No one I knew could go.” 


She shouldn’t have gone. Everyone told her not to, that it wasn’t safe to travel by herself to 
a country she’s never been. But Rey’d never gone anywhere before. She couldn’t bear to turn 
it down. When she’d entered that lottery she thought it was going to be just another thing to 
dream about. She hadn’t even glanced at the prizes. 


And everyone who told her not to go, they had been right. Rey did little besides hang out 
in her hotel room all day, too terrified to venture out without someone to explain where she 
should go. She didn’t even have a guidebook. She sure didn’t know Japanese. It sucked. 


But the rest of her vacation on that island sucked so much more that the Japan part just 
faded into the background. 


“Rey?” 
She blinks a couple times and clears her throat. “Y-yes? Sorry.” 
“That’s alright. Was Mr. Solo on vacation as well?” 


“T’m-I’m not sure.” Rey screws up her eyes and tries to remember the conversation they’d 
had about it, right at the beginning of being stranded. “Business, I think?” 


The social worker shuffles some papers, reads for a moment, then nods decisively. “And 
you were not familiar with him before the accident, correct?” 


Rey shakes her head. Are all social workers this... practical? Rey had thought she’d be 
more like a therapist or something. 


Setting aside her notes, the woman asks, “Now tell me, where were you staying before you 
got here?” She motions widely to the room around them. 


“My stepdad’s. It was only one night.” Soon as the words are out of her mouth, Rey’s 
stomach drops and the room goes hazy like she’s looking through a wave of heat. 


Was she supposed to tell the truth about when she got here? If she wasn’t, Ben would have 
said something about it to her, right? Given her the right story to tell? 


The social worker lady — Andrea, apparently — doesn’t notice Rey’s panic. She’s busy 
scratching more notes into her clipboard paper. “And why did you leave? Were you evicted?” 


“No. But I don’t-I don’t think I was very w-w-welcome there.” Rey tries to swallow but it 
catches in her throat. She’s been doing better these last few days with her recent speech 
issues, but surprise surprise, it’s coming right back at the first sign of real stress. 


Oh well. Maybe it makes her look more pitiful than she already is. 
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“And why did you think that?” The social worker’s eyes narrow. 


“Well, bec-because my stepdad sold all my things. And he t—he t-told me I needed to get a 
job.” Rey stares at her knees. “But I don’t know if I can work yet. Things are still... hard.” 


“Huh.” Her lips purse, and she makes a particularly spiky note. “Alright, then. I 
understand. How did it come about that you and Mr. Solo got in touch? Did he reach out to 
you at your stepfather’s house?” 


Rey tells her how she took a bus to the library the day she got home to run some searches 
on Ben’s business address, and how she trekked over to his office the following day. Then she 
adds, “I know he’s already done so much for me, but I didn’t have anyone else to turn to. I 
was desperate. He said he didn’t mind helping.” 


The social worker taps her clipboard with the clicky part of her pen. “So now you’ve been 
staying here, with Mr. Solo.” 


“Yeah. He said the couch is mine f-for as long as I need it.” Rey pats the cushion between 
them, then quickly retracts her shaking hand. 


“T see.” She makes a big show of setting aside her clipboard. Her hands cup her knees and 
she leans in, like she’s about to let Rey in ona secret. “Rey, if I can be quite candid with you, 
you do realize how all this looks, don’t you?” 


Rey’s feet go numb. “What—what do you-um—” 


She’s giving Rey the friend-of-a-friend-of-a-cousin’s funeral smile. The I’m-so-sorry-but- 
only-in-theory smile. With a green something stuck in her lower teeth. She says, “I 
understand that it’s not easy to talk about. But you have to know that our skepticism is rather 
warranted.” 


“Sk-skepticism?” 
She takes a breath through her nose, then asks in slow, deliberate words, “Rey, has Mr. 
Solo coerced you into living with him?” 


“No!” she all but shouts. “Co-coerced? No, it was nothing like that. Didn’t you hear—” 


“T understand, I do, but Rey, please be aware that we have a—” She reaches out to tap her 
stuffed folder, “-sworn testimony from you stating that Mr. Solo had assaulted you on 
numerous occasions. Therefore I find it hard to believe that you are here of your own 
volition.” 


Rey about chokes on her own breath. She hopes her blinding fear is translating to shock on 
her face. “Assault?! Why—why would I tell anyone that Ben assaulted me?!” 


The social worker presses her lipstick lips into a thin line. She sifts through the folder until 
she finds the page she wants, then passes it gingerly to Rey, whose hands shake the sheet of 
paper so hard she can barely read it. 


The interview is blurry in her memory, but here in black ink all the anxiety and confusion 
she felt at the time has been stripped away. 


‘It was the least I could do, right?’ 
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They feel fabricated, these words typed up in neat lines on flat bright paper. The truth of 
what happened, with all the complicated bits stripped out. Forced. Assault. 


It’s the truth, but she wouldn’t have said any of this if she’d had her head sitting right. Ben 
saved her. She wouldn’t throw him under the bus like that. Even if he did force her. 


In fact, Rey couldn’ have said this. That’s what she tells herself, anyway. She leans into 
this imposter feeling, this sensation that her memory has been stolen and twisted into a script 
that she never would have followed had she known better. 


“W-what? How—” Rey’s hands shake harder and her eyes well up. “No. No, this isn’t— 
you’re lying. This is a lie.” 


“Rey, this is your testimony that was taken just after you made it back to U.S. soil. What 
you’re looking at is a direct transcript.” 


The paper crumples in her hands and Rey throws it at the social worker. It sails straight 
past her and bounces across the carpet. “I didn’t say that. I wouldn’t say that.” 


“We have an audio recording. We know for a fact that you indicated Mr. Solo had 
assaulted you multiple times throughout your time being stranded with him.” 


The tears finally overflow and they really pour. Rey squeezes her eyes shut and covers her 
mouth with her hands. “Why would I say that? I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t. Why would I say 
something horrible like that about—about—about—!” She groans, the sound muffled. 


She’s never acted so good in her life. 


“Miss Niima. Rey.” There’s a greasy, spindly-feeling hand patting her elbow. Too much 
lotion. “I can assure you that the testimony you just saw was your own. I take it you don’t 
recall the interview with the detective?” 


“T do—I thought I did. But not that. I didn’t say that.” 
“Then, if I may ask, how would you describe your relationship with Mr. Solo?” 


She doesn’t hesitate. “He saved me. So many times. On the island, on the raft, and now...” 
Rey’s breath shudders and she has to stop for a minute. 


It’s all about telling the truth, she’s realizing. She’s just got to pick the truths she wants to 
share. And the truth is, Ben did save her. He saved her life, yes, but he also saved her on a 
mental level. He kept her all in one piece, even when everything inside of her wanted to fly 
out in wild directions. He hugged her close whenever she needed it, tucking her against his 
big chest so she’d have something solid to hold on to. 


And then when they got back, Ben saved her again. Without him here, ready to pull out all 
the stops with his lawyer and risk actual criminal charges to get her the money she’s owed, 
Rey has no doubt she’d already be wandering the streets, frozen and scared. 


She can deal with all the rest, can’t she? It’s not so bad, what he does to her, and isn’t it all 
worth it in the end? 


“He’s d-done everything for me. Even when I couldn’t take care of myself, he was there, 
taking care of me. I never—-never—I never—” Rey finds a thread. Grasps it like a lifeline and 


128 


hopes it’s enough. “I never had much of a dad. My stepdad... he wasn’t so great to me. But if 
I had ever some-somehow gotten a dad, a real one, I’d always hoped he’d b-be like Ben.” 


The social worker eats it right up. All the lines in her face soften up into secondhand 
sympathy. “You know, Rey, there’s other resources for you out there. Organizations that will 
help young women get back on their feet after a divorce or disaster—” 


“You don’t get it!” Rey’s voice barrels out of her. ‘Nobody gets what it was like out there. 
We were on that island for m-months, lady! Months! I thought-I thought I was going to die!’ 
She wraps her arms around herself. “I just n-need him right now. He’s helping me get back on 
my feet better than any stupid charity ever will.” 


Too loud, but the louder the better, she figures. Let Ben hear how she fights for him — that 
is, if he isn’t already spying on this whole conversation through his little plugin device. 


The social worker pauses, then says, “No, I see. I understand. But have you thought about 
whether it might be better if—” 


“Would you just—!” Rey doesn’t know how long she can keep all this up without 
dissolving into an anxious puddle. Believe me, believe me. “Why can’t I stay here with him? 
Who is it hurting?” 


“Miss Niima, I think it would be best if we calmed down, alright?” 


Rey’s trembling so hard it feels like her vision is shaking. Through the tears, the social 
worker is just one beige smudge. “Sorry. Yeah, sorry.” She wipes her cheeks with her palms 
still slick with sweat. “I just don’t-don’t get it is all.” 


“T can see that.” Her distaste is obvious. In her eyes, Rey must be so incredibly pathetic to 
behave this way. Even after a tragedy. It’s the voice you use with someone else’s child that 
won’t shut up. “Well, I believe that will be all for now. I’ll see myself out. Please give Mr. 
Solo my thanks for the use of his living room.” 


“You can rev-revise my stupid statement if you want. Strike it from the record. I must’ve 
just been-I don’t know. I wasn’t at my best then. Things are fuzzy. But just ’cause I 
apparently said it, doesn’t mean it’s true.” 


The social worker sighs huge and grimaces down at Rey. “Thank you for your time today, 
Miss Niima. Please don’t hesitate to reach out if you need help.” 


“Thanks. But I don’t. I have all the help I need from the people who actually give a shit 
about me.” 


Rey doesn’t watch her leave, she just waits for the door to swing shut. All she wants to do 
is run into Ben’s office and get his reassurance that she did well, that she didn’t mess 
everything up again, but her knees are like melted butter and she worries that if she puts her 
weight on them, she’lI collapse. 


Reminds her of that stupid wheelchair again. 


But luckily Rey doesn’t have to go find Ben, because in a minute he emerges from the hall, 
plucking his earbuds out of his ears as he strolls in. 


He looks down at her, the wreck of a girl trapped on his couch, and he says, “Well done.” 
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14. Rational 


Rey gets to watch whatever TV show she likes. Unless she’s being fed, or taking her 
shower, or being sat on Ben’s lap in his office for some extracurricular fun, she’s allowed to 
plop herself down on the couch and watch TV for however long she wants to. 


She even asks him to make sure. She asks, “Are you sure it’s not bothering you?” 


Her shoulders hunched tight, to Ben, she tells him, “You can kick me off if you want to 
watch something. It’s your T'V, after all.” 


He always tells her it’s fine. Says he doesn’t even really like TV, and he has to work a lot 
of the time anyways. Tells her, have at it, honey. 


Rey never got the TV all to herself for very long when she was young. Only when her 
stepdad happened to be out someplace, or on nights when he didn’t pass out in the recliner, 
which was rare. Or, before the stepdad, she only got to watch if her mom had paid the power 
bill, and if she wasn’t in a scary mood. And if the TV wasn’t broken or sold for ‘emergency 
money’, how her mom would say. And even when they did have a TV, and the plugs worked 
and her mom was locked up in her bedroom, even then it was only the same three channels 
Rey could watch, most of the time. 


But Ben, he’s got every single channel they offer under the sun. He’s got the mega-super- 
ridiculous package. The big bucks one. Every TV airwave coasting through the sky, it ends up 
at Ben’s house. 


She watches cartoons. She watches sitcoms. She watches commercials and infomercials, 
taking breaks for snacks. Fruit and whatever, but no soda. Ben doesn’t buy soda. 


Sometimes he joins her on the couch and she gets stressed out, thinking he probably 
wouldn’t want to watch the dumb things she enjoys. But when she asks he just waves her 
away. 


After a while, Rey understands why. Because when she glances up at him, he’s almost 
never watching the TV. Only watching her. 


And sometimes, most of the times, he tugs her onto his lap. Rey snuggles against his warm 
chest and when she feels the telltale hard bump against her butt, she doesn’t say anything. She 
keeps her eyes on the screen and tries not to make a peep when he eventually peels aside her 
undies and slips inside of her. It’s easier with the TV going. 


She doesn’t even bother pretending she doesn’t like it anymore. 


But then other times, usually after dinner, Ben will just sit with her, the both of them 
snuggled up with blankets watching pictures move until Rey starts nodding off. Then he drags 
her into the bathroom to help her brush her teeth before bed, making under-breath comments 
about a future dentist appointment that Rey only half-hears in her sleepy state. 
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It’s Rey’s favorite thing aside from eating, these evenings with Ben where he’s got his 
arms around her, locked and protective. Makes her feel safe better than she ever has before. 
Comfortable. 


The day in question, Rey’s almost got to the sleepy part of the evening, the nodding off 
part. On the big mounted TV in front of them is endless blue with a fish swimming here and 
there, or coral, or a dolphin. Ocean stuff. Behind the stunning visuals, an invisible older dude 
with an accent is explaining what they’re looking at. 


His voice is making it really difficult for Rey to keep her eyes open. In fact, she’s nearly 
given up when the octopus comes on screen. 


Actually it’s a squid first, but the sight of tentacles pushes her eyelids apart long enough 
for her to see the picture switch to an octopus. The skin of it, it’s the sort of purple you get 
when you sift red through murky blue, spots freckling the upside of it and white suction cups 
freckling the bottom. On the screen, you can’t tell how big it is because the camera’s so 
zoomed in. 


Just an octopus. 


There’s a hammer pounding away at Rey’s chest. Her ribs feel like they’re knitted tight 
together, holding her shut. Every breath is a conscious act. 


It could be huge. The octopus, it could be big, the size of this room, even. Big. She tries to 
measure it against ocean rocks, or coral, or other fish, but the size of everything at the bottom 
of the ocean is all out of whack and her vision’s going bright and blurry again. 


It’s fine. I’m here. I’m with Ben. 


Then a sound hits her, a rounded pitter-patter of deep tones that move through her body as 
though she weren’t there. It’s a voice, she realizes, the TV voice. Has it been talking all this 
time? What’s it saying? 


How many tentacles does an octopus have again? It’s supposed to have eight. Maybe that’s 
what the TV guy has been talking about. An octopus has eight legs, only eight, definitely not 
more than that. 


Rey tries to count the tentacles on the screen, but they all keep moving and she can’t make 
herself see properly. It’s like her eyes are feeding her two different pictures at once. 


The thumping in her chest starts to fade down like a knob’s been pulled. So does 
everything else. If Rey has fingers and toes, she doesn’t know about them. She couldn’t 
wiggle one if she was asked to. She couldn’t point to her knees, she couldn’t say where she 
ends and the rest of the world begins. 


She couldn’t even tell you if she was on a couch or someplace very, very different. 
Someplace hot and dim and slippery-slick all over. 


“Rey. Rey, are you with me?” 


She finds her voice, one small part of her body, but what comes out isn’t words, just a 
whimper. A sad sound. She hears it behind her ears, in her own head. A weird baby lamb cry. 


“Hey.” 
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Shifts in temperature send feeling shooting back through Rey, and she blinks her eyes open 
to find herself in Ben’s lap where she was supposed to be all along. He’s holding her very 
close, very tight, one palm pressed to her cheek. 


No telling why she does it, but Rey peeks back at the TV screen. It’s still an octopus up 
there, and Rey’s vision prickles around the edges. She groans and hides her face in Ben’s 
shirt. 


Maybe he looks up at the screen, too, because he swears and one of his hands leaves Rey. 
The man’s voice, the bubbly muffled ocean noises, they go silent. 


It’s just the two of them now, but why isn’t the panic going away? 


The way it felt when Rey would get water clogged up in her ear, like outside sounds didn’t 
exist anymore and all she could hear was her own magnified breathing echoing around the 
inside of her head, that’s how she feels right now. She can’t think for all the air going in and 
out, panicked and harsh like sand. 


Ben hugs her close and says some more things that Rey doesn’t pay attention to. All she 
does for a long time is try to match her breathing to his. Slow and big like waves. Let the 
images scattering puzzle-style through her brain fade away until it’s just her existing, blind 
and near-deaf. 


She doesn’t have to be scared. She doesn’t have to be anything. 
“We need to get you new shampoo.” 


Rey blinks slowly at her reflection in the mirror. Ben’s a hulking piece of furniture behind 
her, for all she can focus her eyes. 


She swallows, finding her mouth. “I like this one. Makes my hair soft.” 


There’s a steady tug-tug at her scalp as Ben pulls a comb or brush or something through 
her hair. He trimmed off all the dead bits, the island-frayed haystack parts, a few days ago. Or 
maybe it was last night. Six inches, Rey thinks, though when she feels it with her fingers she 
finds she can’t remember how long it used to be, before he cut it. Didn’t paid much attention. 


When she was in school, in high school and middle school, she kept her hair long as it 
would go, which wasn’t very long. Nobody wanted to pay for a haircut, least of all Rey. 


“T don’t like the smell of it,” Ben says. 


Rey picks out a wet strand of hair and holds it in front of her nose. Fake fruit. She 
imagines bright, glossy red strawberries the way they would never look in the store, only on 
packaging. Printed ink. 


“But I still like it.” She sniffs again. It’s a comforting scent, with a background of rubber- 
yellow banana and cereal-box-thick cream. It’s nice. Happy. 


Ben pulls teeth through her hair, making that familiar shushing sound. No tangles. “T’ll 
pick up a new one tomorrow,” he says. 


In elementary school, when she was really little, Rey’s mom would sometimes cut her hair 
short so it wouldn’t be unruly. 
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That was the word she used. Unruly. That, and pain in the ass. 


The dogs keep an eyeball on Rey when Ben isn’t. Maybe he’s in the kitchen cooking up 
dinner, or taking a call in his office, but one or both of the dogs is always curled up near her 
feet. And if Rey starts to panic, they start to whine. Loud. 


At first she was scared of them, a little bit. Rey loves animals but she never knows 
anymore what’s going to make her skittish. Took a lot of reassurance from Ben that they’re 
sweet, they’re not going to hurt her one bit. Now Rey feels as comfortable with them as she 
does with Ben. 


She knows their names now, too. The whiter one, the pitbull with floppy ears, his name’s 
Jordan. He’s got speckles all over his belly and he’s got the most doleful eyes she’s ever seen. 


Then the other one, some sort of boxer lab terrier mix situation, he’s called Pancake. In the 
mornings he’s the one going haywire, bouncing around the condo like the whole place is a 
trampoline, and he doesn’t stop until Ben gets him a good walk in. 


Morning and evening, they get walked. But Rey isn’t allowed to go along. 


Rey likes Jordan best. Likes how he smiles up at her with his tongue flopped when she’s 
feeling a little woozy. He doesn’t lick her any, which she prefers. Dog spit grosses her out. 


“Don’t you want your coffee?” 


Something right in front of her face, glassy and slick. It’s clear, the moonlight scattering 
blue rainbows into her eyes as the light passes through the surface. There’s a humming, or a 
singing. A persistent low call, never ceasing, and it vibrates in her chest. 


The object moves, and it shifts opaque. No moonlight, and the steam coming off of it curls 
over Rey’s cheeks and forehead, making cold dew on her skin. The object, the white ceramic 
mug with coffee dancing just below the rim, it’s got a prancy we’re-all-in-this-together logo 
on the side from a company she’s never heard of before. Cartoon people holding hands. 


Rey shakes her head. “Doesn’t...” She focuses on Ben’s hand holding the cup. His thumb, 
slipped through the handle and braced against the side, and its finely curved nail. The pink of 
it. 


She tries again. “Doesn’t—doesn’t make me feel good. I don’t like coffee.” 
Ben clicks his tongue in disapproval. “But without it you get so tired.” 


“Tired is better than shaky. It makes me shaky. More shaky than I-than-than [than I 
already am.” 


The mug moves away and a shiver passes over the skin of her face. Where the steam had 
touched her hair, she feels little curlicue strands turn into frizz. 


“T haven’t noticed it making you more shaky,” Ben says. He sets the coffee down at two 
o’clock from her plate. “Don’t want you sleeping all day, so please drink up, honey.” 


Caffeine was never her most favorite. She never liked how it made her heart pound, made 
her sweat a little more than usual. Rey had enough going on to keep her alert. She didn’t need 
the help. 
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Her friend Rose, she loved coffee and energy drinks. She’d drink them late into the night 
when Rey would sleep over, and she’d get so hyped up. Completely nutso-tango. So much so 
that Rey would get, like, a contact high. She’d get swept up in the crazy mood, no caffeine 
needed. 


After the island, now Rey hates coffee even more. The bitterness of it, that’s what she 
doesn’t like. Bitter like the betel nuts she used to chew. She hates the reminder. 


“But I don’t want it,” she grumbles to Ben. “I don’t like it.” 
He takes a gulp of his own and licks the brown off his lip. “You will. It’s okay, Rey.” 


So she picks up the mug with both trembling hands and takes a sip of her own. The taste is 
nice, like deep earthy chocolate, only but for that horrible bitter taste that doesn’t go away 
even with all the cream and sugar in the world. It still bites her. 


Ben’s hands curl over her shoulders, pressing her into her seat. Even when he’s being a 
jerk and bossing her around, like right now, him touching her gives Rey such a sense of deep- 
seated peace. Like she’s trapped, but in a good way. 


“Just trust me,” he says. He smells like coffee himself. His breath. “I know what’s best for 
you, sweetheart. I’ll take care of you.” 


And he does. When he’s not taking care of the dogs, or doing his work, he’s taking care of 
Rey. Feeding her, getting her hydrated. Putting weight on her. Making sure she’s not too cold, 
which she usually is. It’s like being at the hospital again, except she’s allowed to use metal 
utensils and there’s no medication for her to take. 


She asks, once. About the medication. So she maybe won’t shake so bad. 
Ben just tells her, “I don’t think you need all that.” 


She’s trying to get better. More and more, she sees why they plopped her down in the 
mental hospital to begin with. She’d thought it was just because she told them about what 
they found on the island, but maybe, maybe that’s not all of why. 


From the sound-sealed safety of the condo, Rey watches the sun rise and set. She eyeballs 
the people way down below them, walking freely to their job or a boyfriend’s house. She 
chews on her fingernails until Ben tells her to stop, and then she wonders, is this what getting 
better looks like? 


Sometimes, staring through the window, the glass of it churns and ripples in odd ways. It 
forms hills and valleys that no window does. Sometimes it hums. 


But when Rey brushes it with her fingers, it’s just plain old window glass from a store. 
Flat. 


This place seemed so big when she got here, but that was only compared to her stepdad’s 
house. In the end it’s a condo, way up high on a building, and Rey hasn’t left it one single 
time since she got here. Doesn’t even recall how long that’s been, either. 


It has her feeling suffocated. She peers into the TV screen and lets herself be transported to 
bigger and greater places, but more and more, that’s not helping so much. More and more, 
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Rey’s staring at the little green light at the bottom of the TV, the light that says it’s on, and she 
tries not to scream her head off. 


Then one morning, doesn’t matter when, Rey asks Ben if she can come on the walk. Or, 
she means to ask, but instead it falls out of her mouth as a demand. 


She tells him, “I’m coming on the walk with you today.” 


Ben looks up from where he’s securing a harness on a very rambunctious Pancake. A 
wrinkle forms between his brows. “Oh, are you, now?” 


“Yes.” Rey’s voice hasn’t been so clear in... she doesn’t know how long. “I am. I am.” 


A buckle snaps together and Pancake goes bounding towards the door, pawing at it, 
making little impatient yips and yaps. Even Jordan is pit-patting with his feet, glancing from 
Rey, to Ben, to the door. 


Ben leans back on his heels and regards her thoughtfully. Rey thinks he’s probably coming 
up with some excuse as to why she can’t go. 


She knows all this is only for her own good, but she needs the air. Even at the hospital they 
let her out sometimes, though it was only so she could trudge through a dead garden with a 
nurse standing not two freaking inches away the whole time. 


“Tf you don’t let me,” she says, “I think I’m really going to lose it. I need—need to get out.” 


Still not saying anything, he stands and gathers the poop bags in their little plastic bone 
with the slit in the side. He clips it to a leash, then clips that leash to Pancake. 


“Just for a little bit,” Rey says. She’s losing strength, losing steam, and if Ben doesn’t say 
something in the next ten seconds she’s going to start crying. Begging. 


“Okay,” he says. Nods. “Just for a little bit. Go get your shoes on.” 


Ben’s bought her all kinds of shoes, ordered in from god knows what pricey stores he 
shops at, and she hasn’t had a chance to wear a single pair except for when he first had her try 
them on to make sure they fit. 


She picks out the flats he loves best as a silent thank-you for letting her out. 


Rey’s about as bouncy as Pancake is until they reach the elevator. Ben has to coax her in, 
his voice soft and gentle, because Rey keeps getting this vision of the huge smoky-grey 
elevator from the island. The dogs keep looking at her like she’s crazy. 


It wasn’t this hard when she first rode the elevator up to Ben’s place. She feels a jolt of 
sadness, wondering if maybe she’d been getting worse somehow instead of better. She’s got a 
long road of mental recovery ahead of her. 


But then they’re out, and she’s taking in all the smells, the sights, and when they step out 
through the front doors of the place, she’s confronted with the world. 


It’s louder than she remembered. Loud and bright. Rey grips onto Ben’s arm, the one not 
holding two leashes, and squints her eyes until they adjust. 


Then they walk. 
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People pass them going the opposite way. Strangers. Rey is starved for real people and she 
takes furtive peeks at their faces whenever she gets the chance. The dogs trot along side by 
side, not rushing or shoving against the leash. 


“They’re well-trained,” Rey comments. 
“Hm?” Ben inclines his head towards her. 


She’s not used to having to compete with so many other sounds. Louder, she repeats what 
she had said, and Ben nods. 


“T worked extensively with each of them when I first brought them home. A well-trained 
dog is a secure dog, which is a happy dog.” 


“Cool.” Rey stares at her feet. If she had a dog, she’d probably train it to be scared and 
weird like she is. 


Jordan notices another dog across the street and slows down. Ben whistles through his 
teeth, a short and simple note, and Jordan immediately faces straight ahead again. Rey is 
impressed. 


There’s not as many trees out here in the city, and the few Rey passes are bare of leaves 
and spindly, dead for the winter. 


Sometimes, if she’s not looking too close, the bark glimmers. It ripples in glassy waves. 


Rey just tries to keep her feet under her. She steps over cracks in the sidewalk, 
remembering how she’d do that as a child. Her flats are uncomfortable on her feet. Not 
broken in yet. 


It feels awkward after a while, the two of them not talking. And if she’s being honest, 
Rey’s starting to feel a little overwhelmed already, even with as much as she wanted to come 
out here. But if she lets Ben know that, he’|] never let her come along again. 


Careful to keep her volume up, Rey asks, “So... so how’s the legal stuff going?” 


Ben scratches his jaw. “About as good as I expected, which is to say, not good at all. 
Airline’s still fighting our team on every little point. They’re not giving a single inch that we 
don’t pry from their cold, corporate fingers.” 


“No money yet, then?” 


“No money.” He pauses to scoop up a bag of poop while both dogs watch with great 
interest. “But you don’t have to worry about that, Rey. You’re with me now.” 


“Well...” Rey trails off. What she wants to tell him is, she doesn’t want to be dependent on 
Ben for forever. Someday she’s going to get better and then she’!I want to take care of herself. 
Buy a place of her own where she can maybe have a garden. Make her own choices. And for 
that to happen, Rey needs money. 


But she thinks maybe that’d be rude to say, since Ben’s been so nice and he hasn’t even 
asked her to repay him for anything, not the clothes or food or fancy shampoos, so instead she 
says, “Well, I’ll need to pay off your lawyer at some—at some—some point, right? He doesn’t 
work for free.” 
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They come to a stop at a light. Ben turns and smiles down at her, his head blocking out the 
morning sun. “You’re right, he doesn’t. But that’s not your concern. I’m taking care of it.” 


Rey thinks about that for exactly how long it takes them to cross the street. Her hands 
never leave Ben’s arm, gripping tight into the fibers of his sweater. She’s got exhaust in her 
nose. 


She tries again. “But... I have bills, you know.” 
“What sort of bills?” 


Hadn’t she told him already? Rey thought she had. “From the hospital. Both hospitals, 
actually. I’m sure I have a whole storybook of bills waiting for me at my stepdad’s place 
now.” 


Ben gives her an easy glance. “Oh, those bills? You don’t have to worry about those 
anymore. I took care of them.” 


Rey about stops short in the middle of the sidewalk. It’s only Ben and the dogs that keep 
hustling her feet along. “You-you took—” Numbers spill out behind her eyes. Numbers and 
due dates. Imagined credit score penalties from unpaid debt. “What?” is all she manages to 
squeak out. 


“T paid them. You’re debt-free, honey.” 


Rey’s hands are shaking so hard she worries they’II slip right off Ben’s arm, so she grips 
him all the tighter. “Are you s-serious?” 


Ben chuckles like they were only talking about who’s covering the DoorDash fee. “Of 
course. Didn’t I say I’d take care of you?” 


She blinks tears away. The tremors have reached her chest, her throat, and she can’t stop 
her voice from wobbling. “But—but I don’t have insurance. It had—had to—had to have been 
so-I mean I only-I only saw the f-first bill that came in, and even that one—why did you—?” 


“Tt was no problem. Really.” Ben stops to peel her hands away and wraps his arm around 
her shoulders, holding her tight to his side. “I don’t want you to have to worry about anything 
like that, okay?” 


Sunlight winks off of the memory of arched pillars that tower into the sky just out of her 
field of view. They’re not really there, she knows. Just regular square buildings. Straight 
lines. Are there people in there, she wonders, behind warped-glass windows? Rey can’t look 
directly up or out. It’s too bright. 


“Okay. Th-thank you,” she whispers. Feels completely inadequate, but what else can she 
say? 


They turn a corner. Then Ben says, “For the record, you do have insurance. Did you 
forget?” 


Ben’s arm feels heat-molded around her. Even out here where it’s so hectic, Rey feels safe 
and kept. “How do I have insurance?” she asks. 
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“We signed you up last week. You’re on a similar plan as me, just through a different 
provider. It’s a good one, too. No more crazy hospital bills for you.” 


For a minute Rey’s only response is to blink at the two dog tails waggling back and forth 
in front of them. Insurance? She’s on insurance now? 


Her brain tries to poke a hole in the idea. “Wouldn’t I have had to sign a paper or 
something?” 


Ben gives her a weird look. “You did. Do you not remember?” 


A shiver runs through Rey. She wracks her brain but all she gets are random watercolor 
images of the condo and Ben that all blend together. Her memory is shot these days. Maybe it 
was that stupid medication they put her on for a while. Maybe Ben was right after all to not 
let her have that stuff. 


“T guess not.” Rey shrugs. “I really have insurance now?” 
“Of course you do. What kind of boyfriend would I be if I didn’t get you on insurance?” 


Boyfriend. Boyfriend. Rey tries to swallow the word. Is he her boyfriend now? She doesn’t 
think so, but then again, what else would she call him? They live together, and sleep together, 
and have sex. He buys her gifts. Is that what having a boyfriend means? 


Rey’s never had a real boyfriend. She’s never been a girlfriend, so she doesn’t know what 
it’s supposed to look like. She doesn’t feel like a girlfriend. She feels like a wreck. 


The insurance thing doesn’t make sense to her either, now that she thinks more about it. 
Wouldn’t he need her social security number? Her date of birth? How does he have any of 
that? Rey sure didn’t tell him. Well, maybe her birthday, but she doesn’t know her social by 
heart. Hell, her stepdad probably doesn’t, either. Probably sold her social security card with 
all the rest of her stuff. 


Wouldn’t she have remembered all this? Rey’s been forgetting an awful lot lately, lost as 
she is in her own little world most of the time. So maybe not. Maybe she did give him the 
information, and she signed his papers, and she just plumb forgot about it. 


Yeah. That’s probably what happened. And either way, Rey reasons, who cares. Who cares 
how it happened. She’s got no debt anymore. And she has insurance. And a lawyer’s working 
his butt off to get her a bunch of money, at no cost to her. 


Everything is great. That huge million-dollar weight on her shoulders is suddenly gone. 
She’s free. She’s got nothing to worry about at all, just so long as she’s got Ben. He’ll take 
care of it. 


Eventually, when she’s all better, Rey will build a life of her own. But for now she just 
won’t worry about it. 
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15. Corporeal 


Just another morning. Just another evening. Just another afternoon on the couch. 


Just another midday video call with the top brass at Who Cares Incorporated. Ben’s not 
wearing a suit today. He’s such a sweater guy. Rey wonders what he wears in the summer. 


She wonders if she’II still be living here then to find out. 


“Come stand by me,” Ben tells her. Motions with his hand without looking at her. “Behind 
the desk.” 


The call hasn’t started yet. Still a couple minutes to go. Enough time for Ben to get Rey 
situated where nobody can see her, but where everyone could hear her should she not keep 
herself in check. 


Rey does what he says and shuffles to his side, facing his long wooden desk. Without a 
prompt, she strips off the fluffy sweater he’s let her “borrow” time and again. Pulls it right on 
over her head, and of course she’s got nothing on underneath. 


Anytime she goes to take her morning shower, nowadays, and Ben doesn’t hand her any 
underwear to go with her ensemble, that’s how Rey knows for sure she’s going to get fucked 
at some point. 


Ben brushes his hand over her belly, his fingers tickling light. “Good girl. You’re so good 
for me, knowing just what I want.” His hand trails to her waist, then fans out over her lower 
back, pushing her a step forward until her hips bump against the edge of his desk. “Now bend 
over, please.” 


Rey doesn’t fight this kind of thing anymore. She still finds herself awash in shame every 
single time it happens, for sure, embarrassed of her complete inability to restrain her own 
desires. But it’s so tiring to fight. 


So she doesn’t rebel. Unless she’s looking for a punishment, that is. And Rey wouldn’t 
really consider that rebelling at all. More like asking with extra steps. 


The desk is cool to press her cheek against, but Rey’s certain it’]l warm up quick. Warm up 
right along with her. 


As expected, Ben tugs her arms behind her back and begins binding her wrists together 
with a wide, red ribbon. Well, Rey assumes it’s the red one. She can’t really see it from here. 
Her view mostly consists of the floor-to-ceiling windows that make up one whole wall in 
Ben’s office. No blinds. 


She asked him, once, if he wasn’t worried about people in surrounding high-rises staring 
her down through these big windows. 


“T want them to watch,” he had told her, his fingers curling into her hair. 
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Then Rey had made some pathetic protest, as if she had any modesty left to hang on to, 
and Ben had laughed. 


“Relax,” he’d said. “Look at those other buildings out there. You see anything through the 
windows?” 


Rey had looked. And she shook her head ‘no’. All the windows were mirror-finished, she 
could see, and Ben told her this building was the same. They could see out, but nobody could 
see in. 


A scraping sound as Ben adjusts his laptop. Rey figured out long ago that he must position 
it so that he’s only visible from the tops of his shoulders and up. She’s never confirmed this 
— never seen what his laptop camera’s pointed at — but she figures that’s the only way no 
one would notice what he’s doing with his hands for the whole call. 


Then Ben pats her butt and murmurs, “Keep it quiet, now, honey.” And Rey hears the 
whooshing bubbly sound of him joining the call. 


There’s voices, women and men, giving their usual greetings in professional tones. Ben 
does, too. “Mr. Solo,” he calls himself. 


Sometimes he wants Rey to call him that, too, just for a change of pace. Secretly she loves 
it. Mr. Solo, she’ll whimper, and just by saying the words she feels degraded in the very best 
way. 


He never tells her how long the meeting will be. Probably he likes her not knowing when 
the torture will end. 


It’s raining out today, the water traveling in rivulets down the window. Rey focuses on the 
path each droplet takes while the various CIO’s and COO’s and VIP’s have their chitchat that 
always seems to consist of the same twelve platitudes for ten or fifteen minutes until they 
finally get to the real business. It’s like a script everyone’s got memorized. 


Ben gives her a good few minutes of peace before his hand finds her thigh. He follows it 
up to meet her pussy, as she knew it would, and then he starts playing. 


That’s what Rey always calls it in her head. Playing. Because it seems to have no rhyme or 
reason to it. He’s not trying to get her on edge or anything. Just exploring, pushing her flesh 
any which way, pressing and swirling and pinching however. Having fun with her. No pattern. 


It drives Rey nuts. 


He tells his clients, assuming that’s who’s on the call, that he has a lot of ideas for them. In 
his easy authoritative voice, he outlines his plan, his billion-step plan, to make them all filthy 
rich and put their company in the history books. Or something. 


Rey’s not paying much attention. He spreads her lips apart, letting her feel the cool air 
flow across her sensitive skin for a bit, then uses a finger to tap her clit in uneven beats. 


Maybe it’s Morse. Maybe he’s calling her a slut in Morse code. Rey never learned it, so 
she wouldn’t know. 


After a while of that, he dips down to her cunt and drags his fingers through the slick 
wetness that’s already building, smearing it across her labia. Then he begins his playing anew. 
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He traces the numbers one through nine over her lips, then the letters A through Z. 


Rey suppresses each jolt when he touches her clit. She always gets worked up way too 
quickly. She only wishes she could focus on something else, anything, but Ben knows how to 
command her full attention. He wants her struggling not to make a sound, not lost in her head. 


Truth be told, it’s a nice break from the jagged wreck her thoughts usually follow. All she 
has to worry about is staying silent. That’s it. 


The minutes drag on and Rey has to grit her teeth to keep a whimper from sliding out. 
She’s only getting wetter as Ben relentlessly stimulates her in lazy, uneven motions, and each 
time he smears more slick over her clit, she feels herself getting more and more desperate. 


Keep it quiet. 


He must sense her tension, her anguish, because his touch becomes even lighter, hardly 
lingering on her clit. He dances around the edges, never letting her get too close. 


Rey feels dizzy. Her cunt clenches around nothing. If only he could leave his stupid 
meeting already and fuck her so she could be done with this. 


Unable to bear it anymore, Rey relaxes the fists her hands have constricted into and 
spreads out all her fingers in a five shape. Ben recognizes the signal immediately and there’s a 
quiet click as he hits the mute button on his laptop. 


“Yes?” he says softly in his deep voice, hardly moving his lips at all. 


“Please let me come, Mr. Solo,” Rey whispers. “I’m sorry, but please, please. I can’t take 
it.” 

He doesn’t respond, just unmutes his audio and continues the torturous assault like she’d 
never spoken. 


It feels as though she spends an hour this way, bent over and internally flailing for release, 
but Rey knows from experience that it’s more likely been half that amount of time. And the 
call shows no sign of slowing down, which means she’s probably got plenty more of this to 
weather before she gets any kind of satisfaction. 


Edging for this long, it about sends Rey off the deep end. She can barely think. 


But then Ben stops. He taps each of her inner thighs, his silent code for spread, 
please. Rey eagerly obeys, inching her legs apart until he stops tapping. 


Then she hears the low, rolling sound of a drawer being opened between her legs. The 
wood brushes against her thighs, smooth and polished. 


Rey almost breaks her silence with a groan. She knows he’s got toys in there. 


Ben takes his time, perhaps doing everything by touch so that no one on his call notices 
him glancing away. He must find what he’s looking for, because after a couple long minutes, 
his fingers brush up to her pussy again, exploring. Searching. 


Then Rey feels something clamp onto her clit. Not too hard, not so much to be painful, but 
enough to get Rey squirming in her restraints. The pressure is too consistent to be Ben’s 
fingers, so it must be one of the clamps. It’s cold. 
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She waits for him to close the drawer, but he doesn’t, forcing Rey to keep her legs spread 
wide. 


He starts fingering her not long after that, plunging first one, then two fingers inside her 
aching cunt. His motions here are just as uneven, never letting the tension build for too long. 


Every so often he once again drags out her slick and swipes it over her labia, completely 
avoiding her clit now except to occasionally tug at the clamp. 


Rey’s sweating from the exertion of keeping herself together. She feels like she could 
scream. Her knees are shaking. 


She can’t bear it, she can’t, but she does anyway, because she has no other choice. She’s so 
incredibly wet, probably making quite the mess on the edge of his desk. Again and again he 
pushes her near the brink, then lets her fall back, never quite reaching it. 


By the time Ben drops from the call, Rey can’t decide if she’s ready to beg or sob. 


“You poor thing,” he says, finally pushing the drawer closed and removing the clamp from 
her clit. The sudden lack of stimulation only makes everything worse. “Let me take care of 
you.” 


He stands up behind her. Then Rey hears the tiny snap of a bottle opening and she really 
does start crying. 


“Please—” 


Ben tugs down his zipper and there’s the wet sound of him slathering on some lubricant. 
“Tt’s this, or nothing at all. What’s your preference, honey?” 


“Okay,” she whimpers. 


“Okay what?” His cock, slick and hot, is already prodding at her tightly-clenched ass. 
“What is it you want?” 


Anal is something Rey has grown to hate and love simultaneously. It never fully satisfies 
her, but the sensation of fullness and the sounds Ben makes as he pumps in and out always 
have her cunt aching in a really delicious way. 


“P-please fuck my ass, Mr. Solo,” she groans. 


“Can do, sweetheart.” He spreads her cheeks apart and begins to press himself in. “Let’s 
see if you manage to come this time.” 


Ben’s in the shower. Rey heard someplace that you’re not supposed to shower during a 
thunderstorm, which is exactly what the earlier rain has turned into. Probably an old wives’ 
tale. 


She stands in the dark living room, light from the hallway spilling in through the cracked 
door. The windows in here have blinds, and Rey tugs them up to get a glimpse of the clouded- 
over night sky, but the water running down the window is too frantic. It’s all a wet blur. 
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Lightning flashes. In the distance Rey can barely make out buildings, the straight lines of 
them stark against the sky, but that’s it. 


Back on the island, whenever it stormed, they’d both get soaked every single time. It was 
so miserable, even tucked away in the safety of their hut, because they never got it quite 
waterproofed. Not completely. 


Rey thinks about that island sitting way, way out there past miles of ocean. Their hut is 
probably frayed and molding, their water catches likely pitted with holes. Their clearing 
scattered with fish bones and glass. 


Another flash of blue light, and from out the window Rey is surrounded by towering panes 
of glass glistening in the falling rain, the buildings pressed flat and broken down to their most 
basic components. Past them, around them, sinewy spires climb in a twisted embrace, the 
lightning glancing off their surfaces in a sinister, biting gleam. 


Rey’s stomach growls. She blinks a few times, letting the image fade, then turns away. 


The kitchen’s hardly ten steps away, so Rey trudges out the door and down the hall. It’s too 
freaky to just stand in the dark, she tells herself. She’! feel better when she’s in the light. 


But her knees keep refusing to face forward, and she nearly falls a couple times. She 
catches herself on the wall. Her heart is going nuts. 


Stupid. Her imagination is out of control. 


She finds herself leaned over a countertop. Ben told her to wait for dinner, that he was 
going to make something really good. Told her hours ago to stop snacking. You’ll spoil your 
appetite, he said. 


Rey doesn’t want to spoil her appetite. But she can’t just stand here. 


The dishwasher beep-beeps at her, and a little blue light flicks on. She pulls the door open, 
enjoying the rush of hot steam that washes over her, and decides to help put the clean dishes 
away. Ben doesn’t let her help with anything around here. 


By now she knows where all the dishes go, even if she doesn’t do any of the cooking. 
She’s watched Ben in here for who knows how many nights. Cups over the sink, pans next to 
the oven, silverware drawer next to the fridge. Rey’s got it down pat. 


She just has to go extra slow, because her body still feels like a rubber action figure 
someone left out all day on hot pavement. 


Rey stacks bowls. She sorts the forks and little forks, nestling them exactly where they’re 
supposed to go. She dries anything that’s still a little dewy with a dish towel. 


She picks up another fork and she’s overcome with the jarring image of her cramming the 
metal prongs into Ben’s neck. 


Rey drops the fork with a clatter. Pancake pads over and sniffs it, then licks it once. 


Rey wishes she could take her brain out and give it a good scrubdown sometimes. It’s like 
she’s got no control over her thoughts anymore. 
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She takes a few deep breaths to steady herself, picks up the fork and washes it in the sink. 
Then puts it away like nothing happened. 


A plate, a ceramic plate, she’s looking around for the right cupboard for it when the plate 
just... drops from her fingers. She only realizes when she hears the smash. A cacophony 
worse than the lightning. The shards skip across the linoleum and Pancake skitters back, 
giving Rey a hesitant bark. 


Rey glances down at her hands, fingers grasped around nothing, but they’re not her hands. 


What used to be real flesh, her hair and muscle and bone, it’s morphed into something else. 
At her wrist on one side, and at the forearm on the other, Rey’s skin and everything 
underneath is drained of color and opacity, running clear. The woven, bumpy texture of her 
skin flattens to polished glass all the way down to her fingertips, and Rey can’t move them, 
she can’t feel them, she— 


Rey goes flying out of the kitchen. She doesn’t have a mind to wonder where she’s 
running, her eyes gone flash-blind in the dark of the apartment. There is only the impulse to 
flee, nothing else. 


Then she bumps into a wall—no, a door, the front door. She’s at the front door. 
Without a thought Rey wrenches the locks open, swings the door wide, and keeps running. 


Stairs. Stairs. Her feet pound down steps, nearly tripping here and there. She vaguely 
recalls an elevator, but it wasn’t fast enough for her. She can’t keep still for that long, not with 
this fire alarm wailing behind her ears. 


She doesn’t think of Ben. She doesn’t think of where to go. 


She doesn’t think of the rain until she’s drenched in it, wearing it like the coat Ben bought 
for her but she never gets the chance to actually try out. 


Around her, out here, it’s dark. But not as dark as it looked from inside. 


Light crashes above her and Rey starts running again, her bare feet splashing through 
puddles. Pebbles grinding into her heel. How long she runs for, she doesn’t know, but 
gradually the feeling comes back to her body and Rey finds herself, freezing and shuddering, 
in the parking lot of an empty fast food joint. 


Terrified of what she might find, Rey peeks down at her hands through squinted eyes. 
They’re just hands. Shaking and lit up yellow from the neon, yes, but hands. 


The rain is really pouring, and as another arc of lightning reaches across the sky, Rey 
scampers into a nearby alleyway, finding refuge under somebody’s overhang. She could take 
refuge in the warm, dry restaurant, but the thought of being around people makes her chest 
feel tight. 


She doesn’t know where she is. That’s her first problem. None of this area looks familiar, 
though the only time she’s really been out was on that one dog walk, and even then, she 
wasn’t exactly noting street signs or anything. 


Rey shrinks down and curls into a ball on the steps, her butt going numb. Water drips off 
the ends of her hair. 
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How long was she running? Is Ben still showering? How will he know where to look for 
her? Should she try to head back? 


Her brain is too jagged to find any of the answers. She wishes Ben were here to tell her 
what to do. 


The minutes drag on. Rey’s whole body is shuddering so hard her teeth rattle. She’s never 
been so cold, she doesn’t think. If only she’d grabbed that coat. She’s only got on a thin t-shirt 
and some pajama pants. 


It feels like a very long time before one of the passing cars jerks to a stop right outside the 
alleyway. It backs up, then pulls between the buildings. Rey can’t see much of anything with 
the headlights going right in her eyes, but she knows it’s Ben. 


His big form comes ducking out from the driver’s side. “Rey, what are you doing?” he 
calls through the pouring rain. 


Rey waits until he’s right up next to her to answer. “I don’t know. I got—I got scared.” She 
huddles up into a tighter ball. “How d-d-did you find me?” 


“T was circling the block. Good thing you didn’t make it very far.” 
He starts gathering her up into his arms, but Rey thrashes and skitters back. 
“Stop!” Her voice cracks. “Stop. Stop it.” 


“You're freezing, Rey. We can’t stay out here. Come get in the car and I’Il draw you a hot 
bath back at home, okay?” He doesn’t try to grab her again, but he keeps his arms open wide, 
extended towards her. An offer. 


Rey shuts her eyes and the world yawns out wide around her. Big open spaces surround 
her, massive unseen caverns so great her heart shudders. 


She shakes her head. “Not yet. I can’t—” She swallows a sob. “Stay with me for a minute. 
Please.” 


Ben is quiet for so long that Rey opens her eyes. His expression looks torn between 
concern and sadness. “Okay,” he finally says. 


Ben sits himself next to her on that wet stoop. His arm wraps around her shoulders and 
even through the thick coat, Rey feels the heat of him. She leans into it. 


After a time, he asks, “Were you thinking about the island?” 
Rey nods. Some days she just feels so haunted by it. Like she can’t escape, even now. 
“Ts that why you ran? Were you afraid?” 


“Sort of.” Rey doesn’t want to talk about her rampant imagination, her irrational fears and 
borderline hallucinations. “Why... what—what do you think they were... doing in there?” 


Ben thinks about it. “The ones who made that place, you mean? I think they were probably 
here to learn.” 


“Learn? Like, about earth? Or about..about—” 
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The endless rows of enormous panes of glass, glimmering red with viscera, flash behind 
Rey’s eyes. She shudders. 


“About us, yes. Humans.” 


Rey imagines that giant foot, ridged and pocked like a shoe. The unknown, petrified mass 
it was attached to. The height of that whole place. “But they died?” 


“T think so. They died, probably a long time ago, so they never finished their studying.” He 
hugs her just a bit tighter. “Maybe something went wrong. The main lifecycle systems broke, 
or there was a breach and our atmosphere leaked in. Could’ve happened so fast they were 
dead before they knew anything was wrong. We’|I never know for sure.” 


He’s probably right. When humans flew out to the moon, didn’t they have to keep their 
ship carefully pressurized and filled with the right kind of air? And that was only a little 
spaceship. 


The alien place beneath the dirt, it was huge. Unimaginable, the size of it. So much space 
to keep at just the right temperature, perfectly calculated. All that room, it’d be easy for 
something to go wrong. But who wants to live in a space suit day in and day out? 


And since they built such an extensive base, obviously they weren’t coming to earth for 
some quick little adventurous jaunt to plant a flag on another planet. The aliens who lived 
there, they would’ve been in it for the long haul. Testing. Learning. Researching. 


So many long hallways. So many rooms. Nobody alive anymore to appreciate it. Except— 
Rey turns her head into Ben’s jacket. “What were... what were they then?” 


From his pause, Ben must know what she’s talking about, vague as she was with her 
question. He slides his hand over the back of her neck, warm and big, and he mutters, 
“Architects left to their own devices.” 


Rey furrows her brow. “What—what does that—?” 


Ben sighs. “I don’t know. I don’t know what they were. I didn’t exactly want to stick 
around and find out, either.” 


She squeezes image after image out of her mind, determined not to send herself into 
another panic. “I just keep—keep worrying that th-they’re going to make it here.” 


“How would they?” 


“Tt’s... well, not just them, I guess. The g—the g-glass.” Her teeth are chattering 
uncontrollably now, from both fear and the cold. “It seemed to be growing... faster. Maybe it 
will make it here someday.” 


“T don’t think so, honey.” 


“Why not?” That childish panic starts inching up into her lungs, and the words just tumble 
out. “It could just keep growing, couldn’t it? Forever? It ate through rock, we saw. It can m- 
make it here. What’s stopping it from growing all the way over here? It could find us, right? 
Maybe ev-even remember us?” 
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Ben sighs again and tugs Rey onto his lap, opening his coat so she can curl right into his 
warmth. He wraps his arms around her and holds her all together, not letting her fall to pieces. 


He leans down and presses his lips to the top of her hair. “You know, I ran around that 
place for a long time, after you... couldn’t anymore. It was a maze of hallways. Just huge, so 
much space, and so many of the rooms were warped bad enough that I couldn’t pass through 
them. Sometimes I’d think I could make out a door in places where it seemed like there 
should be one, but they wouldn’t open. Stuck, maybe. I think I must have run miles before I 
found that big room again, the one with the elevator, though it was from a completely 
different direction than we’d left it from. I was so relieved I almost dropped to my knees.” 


He’d never talked about this with Rey before, the story of what he did after she lost her 
shit down in that glassy alien base. She asks him the question that’s been weighing on her 
ever since, but she never wanted to know the answer to. “Did... did you find more of... 
those?” 


“No,” he says. “No others. But I did find something else. I think it was only on that level 
of the compound. Contained, for the time being.” 


Rey’s voice hitches. “Some—something else?” 


“Tt was like the glass. It was the glass, I think. The walls and floors, all over the place. But 
instead of being white or clear, it was this dark mottled color. Sort of a blackish green. And 
the surface had a different texture to it, somewhere between melted tar and snake scales. Not 
smooth like we were so used to seeing.” 


“What was it?” 


“T don’t know. It was everywhere. I found entire rooms lined with that stuff, and every 
surface I found of that color was pocked with jagged holes, some of them so huge that the 
room was deformed. Came across some more of those rooms with the windows, so I could 
see inside, but every single room was filled to bursting with dirt and rock. Think maybe the 
walls in places had come unsealed. Like the glass was dissolving.” He pets her hair. “That’s 
part of why it took me so long to get out. I wasn’t so keen on touching that stuff if I didn’t 
have to. The way it seemed to be eating away at the glass, turning it black, it looked like... 
rot. Like an infection or something.” 


Rey tries to imagine the glass, but putrefying. Dying, maybe. “So you think that place we 
found is... decomposing?” 


“Something like that, yes.” 


“But what if the rot doesn’t m-move as fast as the growth does? What if it grows so fast 
the... the infection can’t catch up?” 


“Tt doesn’t have to. First place I saw it was just outside that red room where you went 
unconscious. Not a few feet from the first door I got to open for me, there was the rot.” He 
leans down to murmur in her ear. “It’!] reach them soon enough. Maybe it already has. They 
won’t be able to come for us, and the glass will stop growing for good.” 


Rey shudders at the picture he’s painted in her mind. “Th-thank you, Ben.” 


“We're done ruminating now, okay? You’re safe. I promise. Let’s get you into the car.” 
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16. Clerical 


— so are we on, solo? 


— Yes. As discussed, you’ ll be in position by seven. If anything changes before the date of, 
I'll reach out. 


— ok cool. and the payment? 


— Half of the fee is hitting your account now. The other half is for after, assuming you do 
exactly as I asked. 


— relax, i’m a professional. 

— Don't be late, please. The timing is vital. 

— i get it. i’ll do it right, Solo. u can bet on it. 

— See to it that there are no slips-ups, and I’Il tip well. 

— why are you doing this anyway? not that its my business or anything. 
— solo? 


— She just needs a little extra push. 


Anymore, Rey hates being alone. 


She doesn’t run off again. She double-pinky-swears it to Ben that she won’t. It’s an easy 
promise to make, as her last excursion scared her shitless. Rey has no intention of finding 
herself stranded in the city with no idea of how to get home, especially not in a vulnerable 
mental state like she was that rainy night. Could’ve worked out way worse than it did. 


That’s another thing. At some point, Rey started thinking of this place as ‘home’. 


How long has she been here? A month? Three? Rey wasn’t so much paying attention to 
the date when she got back from the island, and they didn’t put a calendar in her room at the 
mental hospital. All she knows is it was cold when she arrived back in the states, and when 
she sometimes goes on walks with Ben and the dogs it’s still cold out, but maybe a little less 
so. Maybe just a tad warmer. 


Rey thinks about their tree back at camp. The tally mark tree. Scarred and ribbed with the 
days passing, just like she is. 


Ben’s brother has tried to come over twice since he dropped off the dogs. Every time, Ben 
sees him on the doorbell camera and shoos Rey into the bedroom. 


They talk, and she listens at the door, marveling at how similar their voices sound. She 
can’t make out any words, though, except maybe her name sometimes. 
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But aside from that occasional blip, they keep a good routine. 


She wakes up curled across Ben’s chest. He feeds her breakfast and picks out whatever 
outfit he wants her to wear — he’s had quite a selection of clothes for her shipped to his place 
by this point, all of it a higher quality than Rey has ever worn before in her life. 


Whatever he asks her to put on, that’s what she wears. Whatever Ben cooks for her, that’s 
what she eats. Whatever he says it’s time for, well, Rey just believes him and follows along. 


It’s so much easier this way, is what she tells herself. She can focus on getting better, 
which it turns out is much more difficult to do than she thought it was going to be. So long as 
Ben calls the shots, Rey hardly has to worry about anything. 


Except for her money. 


“Anything yet?” She asks him about it almost every day, even though she tries her best not 
to. 


The answer is always a sad headshake. 


Just like he told her, Ben works from home almost all the time. Sometimes he complains to 
Rey about his clients, or the “bureaucratic bullshit” at the companies he works with, or his 
bitch-of-a-receptionist. Rey always does her best to listen really well, and she nods where 
she’s supposed to. He’s been so helpful after all, albeit kind of controlling, but if the guy’s 
feeding and housing her and paying all her legal bills, well, the least she can do is be a 
listening ear for his problems. 


Very rarely, Ben has to run an errand on his own. He doesn’t like to, and privately Rey 
spends the whole time quashing her panic down so deep she can feel it in her ankles, but it 
has to happen, so she doesn’t complain. Even though it sucks. 


“Some people still insist on meeting in person,” he tells her with a slight frown. And then 
he promises her he’!l be back as soon as he can. 


Today is one of those days. Ben’s gone, and Rey’s at home not knowing what to do with 
herself. 


She’s cranked up the TV real loud and puts on a sitcom so it feels like there’s people here. 
It doesn’t especially help, but it’s better than the cavernous silence that presses in on her head 
and makes her hear odd humming sounds and things. 


She just has to keep herself calm. That’s the trick to it, she knows. Stay calm, and nothing 
funky’s going to go down in her head. The second she starts to panic, her heart picks up 
triple-time and Rey starts feeling that endless yawning empty space around her. She starts 
seeing glass shimmer out the corner of her eye. And once she’s past that point there’s no 
getting back to the safe zone until Ben’s here to hug her back to earth. 


Today Rey’s pacing around the apartment. The dogs follow her back and forth for a while, 
but they soon grow tired of her weird human behavior and lay out on the carpet by the front 
door, only following her with their eyes. 


The doorbell chimes. Pancake goes nuts, barking and hopping around like he does anytime 
they get the odd visitor. Jordan just stands alert and waiting. 
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Rey runs to the remote and mutes the TV. She stares at the door. 


The someone that’s standing outside, they knock twice. Then, very faint through the thick 
wood of the door, a woman says, “Miss Niima?” 


There’s a pause while Rey tries to figure out what she’s supposed to do. She’s certain Ben 
wouldn’t want her answering the door, but if she’s not mistaken it’s that damn social worker 
out there. Rey might get him in more trouble by not answering. 


Another knock. “Do you have a moment, Miss Niima?” 


Rey shuffles in place, then dashes to the door and opens it just a crack. She peeks out, and 
it’s the social worker, all right. Rey doesn’t remember her name, but she’s still got that mom- 
look about her. Hair still a perfect shade of brown with no grey at all. No wrinkles in her 
clothes. A business Barbie doll. 


“Hi,” Rey says through the crack. 
The social worker holds up her clipboard like it’s a hall pass. “May I come in?” 


Right now, Ben’s probably slipping his phone out of his pocket, interrupting whatever 
meeting he’s in. He’s staring at his doorbell camera app and seeing the social worker’s clean- 
cut head leaning in close. There’s no way to know for sure, but staring at her ruler-straight 
part, Ben’s probably thinking, don’t you dare let her in, Rey. 


She doesn’t want to. Why the hell did this woman just have to come back during the very 
brief window where Ben is gone? 


The social worker, she gives Rey that smile with the receding gums, too much tooth root, 
and nods encouragingly. Telling Rey to say, ‘yes’. 


If Rey turns her away, that might end up getting Ben in more trouble in the long run. It 
might look suspicious of her, that she wouldn’t let the social worker in without his presence. 
Maybe it’s better to just play it cool, do her best to say what Ben would want her to say, and 
hope that Ben gets home fast. 


For all Rey knows, the second he saw that woman’s face in his peeking eyeball door 
camera, he hightailed it straight out of his meeting. He could be on his way home right now. 


To the crack in the door, Rey says, “Okay.” 


She thanks her lucky stars Ben put her in something presentable today and not one of the 
skimpy shirt-and-stocking combos that he’s been digging so much lately. 


She shuffles backward to open the door wider to let the social worker in and fans out her 
arm, trying to keep the dogs from going nuts. 


“Sorry,” she says. “We weren’t expecting anyone, or else we’d have made sure the dogs 
were put away.” 


“Quite alright.” The woman steps into the front room, avoiding the wet noses that are so 
eager to stuff themselves against her tasteful baby blue pantsuit. “I hope I haven’t interrupted 
anything.” 


“No, but Ben’s not here at the moment, so it might be best if you came back when—” 
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“Actually,” she cuts in, “I wanted to speak with you alone, Miss Niima.” 
“We were alone last time we sp-spoke,” Rey reminds her. 
The social worker just smiles and doesn’t say anything. 


Rey herds the dogs into the bedroom and shuts the door, then hustles back to the living 
room and shoves her messy pile of blankets to one side of the couch, making room for them 
both. Then she gestures for the social worker lady to sit. 


Her pantsuit is so perfectly ironed, so creasedless, that Rey would believe she’s never sat 
anywhere while wearing it. Like it’s been worn by only mannequins right up until Rey 
answered the door. 


The woman sits and Rey takes the other end of the couch. She doesn’t have a folder of 
incriminating transcripts this time, just the clipboard with a white envelope tucked under the 
metal lip. No paperwork or boxes to check. And she seems like she’s in a better mood, which 
is freaking Rey out already. 


She sets the clipboard on her lap and folds her hands on top. “How have you been?” she 
asks. 


Rey scratches her arm. “I’m fine. How are you?” 


The social worker ignores her question, which is just as well, because Rey only asked it 
out of politeness. “Have you been acclimating well?” 


“Oh,” Rey says. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s been going alright. Just—just doing my best.” 


Her words clash with her tone like an offbeat orchestra. Rey realizes that she hasn’t been 
doing alright with her “acclimation”, not really. Not when she actually pulls her head out of 
the current moment and looks at herself. She’s prone to panic attacks and nightmares, and the 
shakes never went away. Things are just as confusing and terrifying as they ever were, which 
makes it so easy to let Ben take the reins. If she doesn’t have to think, she doesn’t have to 
acknowledge how bad she’s gotten. 


But what else is she supposed to do? 
“Ben’s been—b-been a great help,” she adds. 


The social worker squints a little. “That’s wonderful,” she says in the strained sort of voice 
people use when they think you’re full of shit but don’t want to call you out. 


Rey can practically hear Ben in her ear again. You’ll have to do better than that, 
sweetheart. 


She clears her throat and pulls her spine a little straighter. “He’s been helping me plan for 
wh-what I’m going to do once I get my payout from the airline. I know there’s no progress 
yet, but Ben’s legal team is very good, he tells—he tells me, and I’m very hopeful the airline 
will see we deserve this for what we went through.” She smiles, proud to get so many words 
out. Did she sound strong? 


Of course, Ben’s been doing no such helping with getting plans together — he wants her to 
stay here, obviously — but Rey forces what she hopes is a spark of excitement in her eyes. If 
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they think Ben’s supportive of her getting her life together, well, that would count as fostering 
independence and confidence, right? Nobody could fault him, right? 


The social worker sits up straighter, too, and some level of surprise stretches her face out, 
all the wrinkles shifting from the middle of her face to the edges. She blinks a few times and 
crosses her legs, her smile only going bigger. “Miss Niima, that’s actually why I’m here 
today.” 


Then she unclips the envelope and holds it out to Rey. 


“A month ago the airline reached an agreement for the terms of restitution and began the 
process of releasing payment to those affected.” 


Rey just stares. The envelope’s got a little plastic window on the front, and behind it in this 
tiny grey font she can see her name typed. Rey Niima. 


They reached an agreement? The airline reached an agreement? She’s getting her money? 
The envelope pushes closer. “Congratulations, Miss Niima. You must be so excited.” 


Ben never said a word about any of this. In fact, he said the complete opposite words. 
Every day when she asked, he squished her hopes flat, over and over with that sad head shake 
and a pat on Rey’s shoulders. 


“We’re doing our best, honey. These things take time.” 


The woman, the social worker, she’s still talking, aiming her words at Rey’s face like 
throwing rocks to crack someone’s window. “I can’t discuss the exact payment details, of 
course. There are careful boundaries to my involvement. But I assure you, you’ll find that this 
compensation from Sunrise Airlines will be more than sufficient for you to begin your life 
anew. They were very motivated to settle out of court.” 


It’s right there, the money she’s been aching to get her paws on for weeks. Months. The 
money that will change her life. 


Rey doesn’t take the envelope. It looks thin, as though there were only one flimsy sheet of 
paper in there. Like a check. 


Rey’s never held a check in her entire life. 


The social worker just sits there with her teeth right at the front of her face and watches 
Rey gape at what she’s offering. Her hand doesn’t shake. 


Someone’s lying. Either the social worker or Ben, but someone’s feeding Rey a pound of 
bullshit. Rey can think of zero motivation for the social worker to lie, and a million 
motivations for Ben to. 


She’s been duped. He took her for a ride, lied his face off, and hoped Rey would never 
question it. 


Rey clears her throat. “Why—why are you the one bringing this to me?” 


“IT suppose it is a little unorthodox. Typically these things are handled through the 
respective legal teams, however it was decided that delivering this to you in person would be 
the best route.” 
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It was decided. Who decided it? Who decides anything in Rey’s life anymore. The social 
worker and whoever sends her probably knows exactly what a sneak Ben is, and has known 
all along. Maybe they even knew he was planning to keep her money from her. 


If Ben were here, he’d snatch that check right out of this woman’s brick-red square-tip 
acrylics. 


Rey’s thumb twitches. 


Like a wash of freezing water poured over her head, it suddenly occurs to Rey that Ben 
may very well be listening to this whole conversation. He stuck his little spy device in here 
for the first interview, didn’t he? It’s not such a stretch to think he would’ve done the same 
every time he leaves Rey here alone here. Just for while he’s gone. He’s such a control freak, 
after all. 


Rey doesn’t bother surreptitiously glancing around. If Ben set up a device to listen in on 
her, he would’ve hid it well for sure. 


The idea that Ben would spy on her even for the brief period he’s away makes her feel a 
little crazy. It’s not like either of them expected the social worker to visit. Rey’s sure that if 
he’d known she was coming, he never would’ve left the house, meeting be damned. 


She glances down, past the envelope, to the social worker’s pumps. Square-tip, like her 
nails. Tasteful as a graduation bouquet. 


Sticking out from the flat heel is a squished up blob the color of dead pink, pressed flat 
from her stepping on it all day. 


“T shouldn’t accept this,” Rey says to the envelope. 


“Well, of course you should, Miss Niima. This is your money, after all. Because of that 
awful tragedy, so much has been stolen from you. This will help you start—” 


“No,” Rey says, raising her eyes. “I mean, I shouldn’t accept this from you.” 


As she says it, she reaches out and takes the envelope. Both hands, she uses both hands to 
grip it because she’s shaking so hard, like all the stuttering she’s trying to keep out of her 
voice has moved to the rest of her body. 


The social worker looks at the envelope. She doesn’t let go of it. “I’m sorry, Miss Niima, 
I’m not sure—” 


She’s not getting it, so Rey interrupts her loudly. She pulls out her hardest voice. “I think 
I’d rather things went through the proper channels. It’s easy for things to go wrong when you 
don’t.” There’s not enough air in the room but Rey pretends she can breathe just fine. “We’ll- 
I’ll discuss this with my legal team.” 


“Oh,” is all the social worker says. She turns her eyes back to Rey, wide white with the 
little red capillaries around the edges. Asking without asking. 


Rey gives her a nod and tugs at the envelope again. “Just want to make sure it’s done right. 
I’m sure you understand.” Let go. Let go and don’ say a thing. “I-I can be patient. I’ll get the 
money I’m owed in due time, I’m sure.” 
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Then the envelope is sliding through the social worker’s fingers and it’s in Rey’s hands. 
Neither of them look at it. 


Right now Rey’s praying to every god she knows of that Ben doesn’t have a camera in 
here. 


“Of course.” The social worker’s hands flutter in the air, like she doesn’t know where to 
put them now. “Of course. I understand.” 


It’s a torturous few seconds of silence between them as the woman studies her, weighs her. 


“T think you should leave now.” As Rey says it she silently sets the envelope on the coffee 
table. “I’d-if you wouldn’t mind giving some notice next time, I’d appreciate it. I don’t like 
surprises.” 


“Sometimes it’s better not to, I’ve learned,” the social worker says tersely as she stands. 
“But I understand. I apologize for taking up your time today.” 


She’s a better actor than Rey is. Even if her face is still swimming with surprise, she’s got 
the voice down pat. 


Then, paused halfway between the door and the couch, the social worker says, “I thought 
you should know that your stepfather has been investigated and convicted for theft.” 


This pulls Rey short. “What?” 


“There was a preliminary payment sent in the mail to assist with your medical bills. It was 
meant to be deducted from your final payout. Somehow the address on file for you was still 
your stepfather’s home, so that’s where the check was sent. It was fraudulently cashed, and 
your stepfather was identified as the culprit fairly quickly.” 


“Oh. D-doesn’t surprise me, I guess.” What an idiot. Rey hasn’t given her stepdad hardly a 
second thought all this time. 


The social worker looks like she’s waiting for Rey to say something else. Rey gives her a 
once-over, then says, “You have gum on your shoe.” 


A parentheses of wrinkles form between the woman’s eyebrows and she bends at the 
waist, contorting her legs and generally struggling to look at the soles of her pumps without 
breaking her staunchly professional demeanor. 


“Well.” She clutches at her clipboard and rubs her palm against her thigh, maybe 
smoothing down the fabric. “Well, I’ll be going.” 


Rey lets her out. The social worker doesn’t turn back to look at the door when she leaves, 
so the camera only sees the back of her. 


Rey finds the remote again and flips the TV on, right back up to full volume like she had it 
before. Then she starts to panic. 


There’s no telling how much time she’s got until Ben’s back. Could be any minute. Could 
be any second, he comes through the door and finds her with this incriminating slip of an 
envelope clutched in her hands. Could be her whole ruse was for nothing. 
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Rey tip-toe runs to the bathroom and flushes the toilet, ripping the envelope open as she 
does and hiding the sound of it under the roar of rushing water. She feels nuts acting this 
paranoid. 


It’s a check in there alright, addressed to her, just like the social worker said. Rey Niima, it 
says. Two hundred and forty-seven thousand dollars, it says. All grey and black printer ink, 
except for the navy blue spiky signature at the bottom. 


Two hundred and forty-seven thousand dollars. 
Rey shoves the check back in the envelope and leans to touch her forehead to the wall. 
Two hundred and forty-seven thousand dollars. Addressed to Rey. Her money. Hers. 


Then she’s moving again, doing her little silent run all around the place. Looking for a spot 
to put this money where Ben won’t find it, no matter how deep he’s cleaning. 


Where? Where? Rey feels like she can hardly see, blinded as she is by the vision of Ben 
walking through the front door at any given moment. She imagines footsteps outside. A key 
in a lock. His deep voice saying her name. 


Is she hearing it, or is she only imagining she’s hearing it? 


Rey sidles herself up to the wall next to the entertainment center. The TV speaker blasts 
tinned laughter in her ear. There’s a gap where the wood doesn’t quite meet the wall, held 
separate by the baseboard. Maybe a couple centimeters wide. 


Into this gap, past the lip of the frame, Rey slides the envelope. She sets it flush with the 
wood so you can’t see it from outside. Only way you’d know it was there is if you hooked 
your finger around the edge and went looking. 


Even Ben isn’t that fastidious with his cleaning. 


Rey stands and holds her hot face in her hands. She takes a silent deep breath. Then she 
calmly, shakily, lets the dogs out of the bedroom. 


“Sorry, guys,” she murmurs quietly. “That bitch just wouldn’t leave.” 


She’s got nothing left to do now but to settle herself onto the couch and try not to look 
terrified. 


She’s probably being overcautious with all this. Ben trusts her now, enough to leave her 
alone sometimes. The only person who ever comes over anymore is his brother. Ben probably 
wouldn’t imagine she’d ever actually open the door for someone, given her overall anxiety 
about basically everything. No way was he really recording her. That’s over the top. 


She’ll have a lot of explaining to do when he gets home, sure. But what’s he going to do? 
Throw her out? He’ll have no choice but to believe her side of the story in the end. 


And now Rey has her check. She has her freedom. Just as soon as she can figure out how 
to cash it. 


The sitcom playing on TV shifts to commercials, then to a different show. Different actors, 
different set, but it’s all the same, really. Same jokes. 
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She doesn’t hear any of it. In her head she’s rehearsing exactly what to say to Ben. Exactly 
how to make her face look, the emotions to pull. She’s practicing on the inside. 


The world shimmers. 


Rey’s not watching the clock — there’s no clock in this room, anyhow — so she doesn’t 
know how long she sits there until she hears Ben at the door, for real this time. 


He walks in, and first thing out of her mouth is, “The social worker came!” She says it 
loud because the dogs are going bananas like they always do when he comes home from 
someplace. 


Ben raises his eyebrows. “I know,” he says. 
He doesn’t look mad or suspicious, but how would Rey have any idea if he were? 
After the dogs settle down, Ben turns back to Rey. “Did it go alright?” he asks. 


Rey sort of shrugs and wrings her hands. “I think so. I didn’t-I wasn’t really sure what I- 
what I should say. But I did my best.” 


He smiles lightly and just says, “Good.” He wraps his arms around Rey and holds her 
close against his chest. He smells like starch. 


“Um,” Rey murmurs. There’s one thing she can’t gloss over, on the very slim chance 
he was listening in. “Ben? She—um, the social worker told me-she said the, um, the m-money 
came in. For us. From the airline.” 


His voice doesn’t change. “Let’s talk about it over dinner, okay?” He pats her head and 
then lets her go, walking to the kitchen. 


He seems calm as ever. Unconcerned, not the fake kind of cold facade he’s sometimes put 
up in the past to make it look like he’s not mad when he really is. 


Maybe Rey underestimated how much he trusts her these days. And not for nothing, either, 
because Rey truly doesn’t want to get him in trouble. Even after she leaves this place, makes 
her own way in the world, she still wants him in her life. She can’t imagine being happy 
without him nearby, ready to hold her and comfort her. 


But if he wasn’t telling her about the money from the airline, maybe he was never going to 
tell her. Maybe this was her only chance to get it. 


She pretends to watch TV like usual until Ben comes to fetch her to get changed for 
dinner. Says he wants her in a dress tonight, which isn’t unusual. Sometimes he likes having 
her a little more dressed up in the evenings. Like a real lady, he says. 


The food’s all laid out in ceramic dishes on the table, a nice stir fry. It looks good, though 
Rey’s not sure how hungry she is. Her stomach is filled stiff with glass. 


After they’re sat and ready, Ben serves her up a portion. “Not often we get a visitor. You 
feeling okay?” 


Rey nods. “It’s just my luck that she had to come one of the rare times you were gone,” 
she grumbles. 
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“T don’t think luck was involved.” 
“What do you mean?” 


“T’m sure she was just waiting for me to leave.” Ben gives her a forkful of salad. “Bet she 
wanted to catch you all alone.” 


Rey balks. It seems so obvious now that he says it. Of course she was waiting to speak 
with Rey without Ben looming in the next room. Otherwise there would’ve been no point in 
delivering the check in person. 


“Sneaky,” she mutters. 

“They always are. But it’s alright. We have nothing to hide, do we?” 

Rey nods. “Right.” She swallows and stares at her food. “So... about what she told me—” 
“Oh,” Ben cuts in. “Yes. Let’s talk about that.” 


From his pocket he pulls a small device. Palm-sized and black, with a few small buttons 
along the rim. The top of it is pockmarked with the telltale hole pattern of a speaker. 


Ben sets it on the table between them and hits a button on the side. 
“What—” Rey asks. But she’s interrupted by her own voice coming from the device. 


“Sorry. We weren't expecting anyone, or else we’d have made sure the dogs were put 
away.” 


Rey’s mouth freezes in a neat ‘o’ shape. Her body goes all cold, then hot. 
Guess he didn’t trust her so much after all. 
“Yeah, it’s been going alright. Just—just doing my best.” 


As the recording continues, Rey finally musters up the courage to look at Ben. He’s eating 
like nothing’s wrong, big mouthfuls, and staring her down with amusement flickering behind 
his eyes. 


Her earlier conversation with the social worker rolls out like a TV script, just without the 
tinned laughter. Rey listens to herself stutter and act. The social worker’s voice is clean and 
crisp in the recording, a made-for-radio voice. 


In the pauses between her words, Rey hears all her own scheming thoughts plain as day. 
She desperately hopes it’s not as obvious to Ben. 


“T think I’d rather things went through the proper channels.” 


The conversation between her and the social worker seems to last forever. Rey tries to eat, 
but she’s worried she might throw it right back up. Only gets a few good bites down. 


When it’s done, she quietly asks, “You’ve been spying on me all this time?” 


“Only when I leave.” He points his fork at her. ‘And don’t try to give me shit about it. You 
and I both know why I’d spy on you.’ He takes another bite and sets his fork down to reach 
across the table and pat her hand. “Don’t be upset. Thanks to this, I know you did the right 
thing.” 
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Rey nods and swallows a clump of food. It goes down like a tablespoon of wood pulp. 
“Just feels invasive is all.” 


“T know, honey. I’m very proud of you though.” 


Then he pauses in his chewing and his brow furrows. “She didn’t track in any gum on my 
carpet, did she?” 
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17. Torrential 


“Didn’t you used to camp all the time?” 

Rey asks him this, one unimportant day. Over the dim noise of the TV, she asks it. 
“Almost every weekend,” he says. 

“But you don’t do that anymore?” 

His big shoulder shifts behind her in a shrug. “Someday I’ll go back out, I’m sure.” 
“Oh. So-so you want to go back out?” 

“Why wouldn’t 1?” 


It’s Rey shrugging this time. “I figured you’d had enough w-wilderness to last you a 
lifetime. I think I have.” 


Ben sighs. “Believe it or not, I actually miss that part of the island. The seclusion and quiet 
of it all. I think the dogs would’ve liked it there. The beaches were phenomenal — perfect for 
running around. Not super windy, either. Being in the city for too long drives me nuts.” 


A hand twists and clenches behind Rey’s lungs. The beach. The waves, pounding hard, 
eroding the sand from beneath her to reveal warped, cool glass. 


“IT don’t miss any part of it,” she mumbles. “How co—come you haven’t done any c- 
camping then, if you miss it so much?” 


He smiles gently. “Because you’re not ready to come with me.” 


Light blinds Rey’s eyes. Bright and round like a highbeam from oncoming traffic, it rips 
straight through her eyelids. 


Her mouth is stretched wide open. Held open. But the light doesn’t taste like anything on 
her tongue. All she tastes is mint and spit. 


“So do you go to school?” 
“Uh-ah,” Rey says. 


She’s got nowhere to look that isn’t blinding light or a strange man’s face, so she keeps her 
eyes shut. She would try to pretend she’s still sitting at home, except this guy won’t shut up. 


“Got a spot on 30 and B,” he says, but not to Rey. Then, “Are you from around here?” 


Laying down like this with her eyes closed, Rey’s just a head, her body limp and stretched 
out long like the tail of a comet. If she doesn’t move, it’s like she hardly even exists. 


“Ah-huh,” she says to the man’s rubber hand. 


He’s holding her cheeks wide, pulling that soft inner flesh away from her teeth, filling her 
mouth with all this open air. Probably so she doesn’t get cut from the metal thing, the one she 
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feels tap-tapping against her teeth. 


Why do they even use that thing? To Rey it seems obvious that you shouldn’t scrape a 
sharp metal point against your tooth, but maybe not. 


“About how long has it been since your last dental appointment?” the man asks her. 
Rey holds up one hand, all five fingers spread. 

“Five months?” 

“Uh-uh.” 

“Five years?” 

“Eah.” 


This would be a whole lot easier if he’d just let her mouth close all the way. Dentists are 
sadists, Rey’s convinced. They like seeing people struggle. 


Rey wonders if Ben is a sadist, too. 
“Definite decay on 32L.” 


When she first learned that word, saw it on the internet somewhere, she had to look up 
what it meant. Sadist. She thought it meant the devil. Because Satan, obviously. 


This was all before she ever had sex. Before she met Ben. 


When she read it, right next to the word ‘sadist’ was ‘masochist’. She looked up that one, 
too. 


Rey thinks about the dentist’s rubber fingers holding her mouth wide open for anyone to 
look in there. Reading her teeth like braille, nudging her tongue out of the way. 


She thinks about Ben sliding her cock in here, past all her numbered teeth with their 
definite decay. 


Maybe Rey is a masochist. 
“Can you last a little longer, sweet girl?” 


Labels. Rey’s got all these labels crowding in front of her eyes, bottles of rocks and 
powder. Plastic. She’s been staring at them for nearly a half hour, she guesses. It’s about all 
she can see. 


Her mouth is plugged shut so she just moans. It’s the only response she’s able to give. 


Ben must lift a lid because the chorus of crackling she’s hearing from behind her goes 
from muted to loud. The smell of onions bites the inside of her nose, in a good way. 


Course Ground Black Pepper, in white text on black. Extra Virgin Olive Oil. Organic 
Turmeric Powder Blend. Rey reads and re-reads the labels. 


“People underestimate the importance of letting the sauce cook down,” Ben tells her. “But 
we know how to be patient, don’t we?” 


This salt provides iodine, she reads. A necessary— 
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Rey can’t see the rest because the jar is turned away from her. She’d flip it around, except 
her hands are tied behind her back. They ache a little. 


The edges of her vision sparkle. 


There’s a tiny click, a button being hit, and the vibrations coursing through Rey’s body 
amp up a notch. She stutters out another moan and wiggles her hips. The edge of the 
countertop is jutting harshly into her skin but she doesn’t really feel it anymore. 


Ben presses a finger against her clit. The vibrator’s in her ass, so all it’s been doing this 
whole time is tickling her. Teasing her up the side of the cliff. 


Rey does some more moaning and whimpering. She knows if she makes a lot of pretty 
noises, he’s more likely to let her come. 


Then again, sometimes he just likes to watch her suffer for the rest of the night. 


Days blend together. If she’s done it once, she’s done it a hundred times. Her life used to 
be filled with calendars and clocks. Alarms for what she definitely could not afford to forget. 
To-do lists scrawled on scrap paper. 


All of that is gone. Ben’s removed every responsibility that she used to have and replaced 
it with just a single new one: 


Be my plaything. 


Rey would sleep a lot if Ben would let her. She’d sleep in late, go to bed early. Cat nap. 
She’s got nothing to be up for, really, just eating and showering and the occasional outdoor 
excursion. Like the dentist, or like when Ben drags her out for dog walking. 


Easy to get lost in it. To not worry. Let Ben take care of everything, all the hard stuff, so 
she can just sit in her haze of calm. Responsibilities are sharp. They’re scratchy in her head. 
It’s easier to not think about them. 


Sometimes she remembers the check she hid. The one with all her money. Addressed to 
Rey Niima, all this cash she’s supposed to use to turn her life around, get back on her feet. 
Sitting there on paper, waiting to exist for real. 


But whenever she remembers it, Rey starts to feel sick. She tastes bile and all the blood 
drains out of her head so she has to lay down. 


How long has it been since the social worker was here? Five days? A week? How long 
until someone, the lawyer or whoever, gets word that the check was issued to her? How long 
until Ben’s notified, and the entire jig is up? 


It gets to be that when Ben’s phone rings, Rey has to swallow her heartbeat. Any phone 
call and this could be it. She could be caught out. 


She has to do something about it, Rey knows. Cash it someplace. That means going to a 
bank, which means leaving the condo on her own, which means not ever coming back 
because if she does, Ben will take the money. 


Which means leaving Ben forever. 
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This is what she’s been waiting for. Rey recalls when she first got out of the hospital how 
bad she wanted that money. Her freedom from poverty wrapped up in a bunch of zeroes. Her 
freedom from Ben. 


But now she doesn’t know how to grab it. 


When she thinks about the money, about leaving this place, everything gets so sharp and 
cruel again. It’s so hard to ignore the rippled glass surfaces that intrude on the comers of her 
vision. Her fear, her trauma, it all comes into focus, and Rey never figured out how to handle 
it except retreating into the safety of Ben’s arms. 


She’s gotten worse. She knows it logically, but she doesn’t know what to do about it. 


She tries to picture herself leaving one day, maybe while Ben’s out with the dogs, and just 
walking until she finds a bank. Opening an account. Cashing the check. Finding a hotel. 


But she can’t get it out of her head that Ben will eventually find her. After all the hard 
work and good money he’s put into her, there’s no way he’ll just let her walk out of his life. 
No way. Rey’s double-triple sure of it. He’! come for her. 


He’ll come for her. 
And he’s poisoned her so deep that half of her doesn’t even want to escape his grasp. 


This is when Rey starts dreaming up weapons. She runs her fingers along the edge of the 
coffee table and pictures herself smashing Ben’s neck or head into it. 


She’s too weak for anything like that. She can’t count on her strength or agility ever 
surpassing Ben’s. 


The notion, the concept of killing him, it gets stuck in the backdrop of her mind until that’s 
where her mind drifts to whenever she’s not thinking of anything in particular. 


She pictures him dead. She pictures herself free. If he’s dead, he can’t come and whisk her 
away with irresistible promises of caring for her. She won’t have the temptation of running 
back to him when things get hard. She’|l have control over her own life again. 


If he’s dead, then Rey’s got no one. But it’s better than being held prisoner, right? Right? 


She hardly sleeps. Her plans become more elaborate. More concrete, like they could really 
happen. 


She can’t overcome him. If it came down to a hand-to-hand, Rey would never walk away 
on top. He’s got every physical advantage imaginable on his side and she’s a scrawny 
nineteen-year-old with a tremor. 


Wait — is she still nineteen? Ben doesn’t tell her the date anymore. Her birthday’s in the 
spring. It could be spring now, maybe, or almost. 


“Would you grab me a beer from the fridge, sweetheart?” 


His wide chrome-finished refrigerator, bigger than you’d ever need for two people, it’s got 
a whole shelf just for drinks. She can barely heave the door open on this thing. 


Rey picks up a bottle of beer and runs her thumb over the crinkled edge of the cap. 


162 


Sometimes he lets her fetch things for him. Stir the food. She could mix something in and 
he’d never even know until it was too late. A poisonous something that would bring him 
down in one easy go. She wouldn’t have to touch him at all. No blood. 


Rey gives him his beer and sits down. 


She pictures his plate going empty, bite by bite, and Ben getting sluggish slow. Eyelids 
droop. Maybe he starts feeling ill, right there at the dinner table, then his fork drops, 
splattering food all over his shirt. He slumps to one side and his breathing stills. Eyes roll 
back, just like in movies. 


It wouldn’t work. She’s got nothing to poison him with. 


He’s surely got medications hidden around here, Rey knows he does, but they’re not in the 
bathroom and they’re not in the kitchen. Probably he’s got them locked away where Rey can’t 
get them. It’s what she would do, after all. 


And as for anything else that could be deadly poisonous, Rey has no idea what she’d use. 
She never read up about what common household products you could use to poison someone. 
And it’s not like she’s got internet access these days. 


So no poison. 


Rey takes a bite of her own food. The fork slides against her front teeth. Dentist said all 
her cavities were in the back ones. Her front ones, the ones easiest to rub clean with a scrap of 
cloth back on the island, they’re all pretty much a-okay, he said. 


Ben’s got a razor he uses to shave with, but not the flat blade kind. The buzzy kind with a 
row of tiny teeth along the top. 


Before her shower once, she touches it. Her fingers play over the plastic and metal like 
delicate spider legs, scared as she is of accidentally turning the thing on. She plucks the cover 
off the top and weighs its deadliness. 


Even if it could eat through his skin into his jugular, she decides, it wouldn’t happen fast 
enough. It would take whole minutes to chew through his skin. 


Some days it rains. Some days it’s just cloudy. Some days, a few days, it’s sunny. The dogs 
come back from their walks with warm fur, and Rey pets them and pretends to smile like she 
isn’t terrified of what she needs to do. 


Rey eats the food Ben gives her and lets him fuck her whenever he wants to. 


Up late into the night, she contemplates the pillows. The big, fluffy shit with real feathers 
on the inside. Imagines pressing one against Ben’s face as he sleeps, his crooked nose 
bending flat. 


The phone rings. It’s morning and the phone rings. It’s dinnertime and the phone rings. 
He could get the news at any point. 


He could already know, and he’s just screwing with her mind by not telling her he knows 
yet. 
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She pictures herself boiling up a pot of water in the coffee maker and tossing it into his 
face. 


She pictures herself leading him to the stairwell and shoving him as hard as she can. She 
pictures herself with a knife, a gun, a fucking bazooka. Contraband. 


Rey has no appetite. She can’t let herself stay trapped here forever, but all her roads out are 
blocked. She can’t live without Ben in her life, but she’s not some pet to be kept. She’s a 
person. That’s what she tells herself. 


“T’ll be back in a while,” he calls from the doorway. Lifts his hand in goodbye. The dogs 
are going nuts on their leashes, tugging them so they snap tight against the doorframe. 


She’s her usual shivering ball on the couch. Tries to smile, but can’t. 


Second he’s gone, Rey’s sprinting around the apartment, doing her usual inventory of what 
doesn’t exist here. There’s a whole row of cabinets in the hallway that are locked where she 
figures the medications are kept. Same with the drawer to the far left of the sink. Knife 
drawer, Rey knows. Sharps. 


It’s like she’s in the asylum all over again. 


She winds up in his office. There’s nothing here for her, not unless she wants to stab him 
with a ballpoint pen or papercut him to death with a sticky note. 


Rey combs her fingers through her hair and ambles to his desk. She sits in his chair, the 
black leather cool on her bare thighs. 


His laptop is here like it always is. Impassible slate grey cover. When Rey opens it, the 
screen comes to life. 


BEN SOLO 
PIN: | 


The cursor blinks and Rey blinks too. Staring at it. The background is just plain, regular 
black. Modern. Cool, like everything he owns. Expensive to even look at. 


Rey’s fingers start twitching. 


She reaches forward and hits numbers on the keyboard, four of them. Random, just any 
numbers. She doesn’t check which ones she’s pressing. They all show up as asterisks in the 
PIN box. 


INCORRECT PIN 
She does it again, different numbers. Eight-nine-zero-zero, she thinks. 
INCORRECT PIN 


More numbers. In the movies they always guess these things using numbers that the villain 
might have a personal association with. His birthday, his mother’s birthday, his phone 
number. Rey doesn’t know any of that for Ben. 


INCORRECT PIN 
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INCORRECT PIN 
INCORRECT PIN 
Rey goes to hit more numbers, but there’s a new message on the screen. 


This sign-in option is disabled because of too many failed sign-in attempts. Please try 
again in 2 hours. 


Rey blinks. Her hand trembles above the keyboard. She’s frozen, can’t move. Can’t move. 
There’s a countdown beneath the message. 


Two hours? Two hours? 


It echoes around in her brain, the words mix-and-matching with each other until it’s just a 
jumble of noise. 


Ben works today. In less than an hour he’|] be home, breakfast served, and he’II sit himself 
down right where Rey’s sitting. He’ll boot up his laptop and what will he find? 


Rey all but falls out of the chair. She crawls to a wall and presses her sweaty forehead 
against its cool surface. Two hours. She’s hyperventilating. 


He’s going to know. He’! know what she did, and then it’s over for her. 


She tries to nail down the danger, the situation as a whole, nail it down flat like a map with 
a grid laid over it like they used to make in school with rulers and number two pencils, but 
everything is jagged and too bright. She can’t focus through the panic. 


She looks back at the desk and her vision is crystal ice, clearer than it’s been in months. 
Any minute now, he’!l be home. Him and the dogs. 


Rey uses the wall for support and slides into a standing position again. She baby-steps 
back and shuts the laptop lid. The screen. Closes it. Takes the laptop in both hands, gripping it 
tight, and never mind the sweat greasing her palms. 


Then, one foot after the other, she walks up to the open door and smashes the laptop 
against the frame. 


It only dents at first. Bends a little crooked in the middle. Rey slams it again and again 
until there’s pieces of the insides flying out at her, biting at her face and arms. Bursting like 
hail against the door. 


The frame cracks to pieces and everything she was gripping falls apart. 
Rey kneels. Plastic bits dig into her knees. 


She sifts through the carnage. The glass screen has been shattered beyond what’s useful, 
crushed to nearly dust inside the frame before she managed to split the whole thing. 


Her fingers find something round and thin and, miraculously, still intact. It’s a CD, only 
smaller and it looks like metal instead of mirror-finish plastic. Down the center of it is a 
mountainous line where it got bent. 
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Rey takes the disk and carefully bends it back and forth, back and forth, until the thin 
metal snaps. In each hand she holds a half circle cut across with a ragged, evil-looking edge. 


This works. 


All she can hear is her own heart pounding. She can feel the beat of it hammering on her 
ear drums. 


Rey finds herself at the front door, standing flush to the wall. Her knees ready to go limp, 
but she keeps them stiff. 


It’s torture, waiting here for Ben to come home. A torture she thought she’d never 
experience again, not after what she went through before. Back when she was on that raft for 
months, the water lapping at her heels and the sun seeping away the moisture in her brain, 
Rey thought that was the worst torture she’d ever go through. The slow degradation of her 
sanity under the unknown of will we make it back? 


But here she is now, this shivering quaking girl pressed against the wall with sweat 
gathering everywhere on her body, with these ants crawling under her skin and her knuckles 
gripped so tight on the disk halves. This new brand of torture’s carving lines in her face that 
will live there forever. 


Then it comes. Both sooner and later than she expected, it comes. They come. The dogs 
and their quick huff-huff-huff of breathing. Big, heavy footsteps. A jangly key ring. They’re 
here. 


The door opens and Rey’s behind it, obscured from Ben’s view as he leads the dogs inside. 
He shushes them, their impatient yips for breakfast. 


He doesn’t know anything’s different yet. He can’t see the carnage in his office, not from 
all the way out here. 


Rey’s not breathing. She’s a frozen block of glass. 


Then, maybe this is where he looks around. He pauses with the door still wide open, dogs 
shaking off the outside air and panting, and he says, “Rey?” 


It’s as good a cue as any. 


Rey coils every muscle in her body and shoves the door out of her way. Ben’s facing away 
from her. She pounces onto his back, hooking her arms over his shoulders and gripping his 
hips with her thighs to keep her there. One of the disk halves flies free from her sweaty palm 
and bounces across the carpet. 


“What—” is all Ben has time to say before she presses her remaining jagged edge to his 
throat. His adam’s apple, the bump of it, she’s resting her makeshift blade right there. 


Her control buckles, then breaks, and Rey sees Ben bleeding out on his top-notch pale 
cream carpet. All his life, gone. Done. Dead. His pale skin only getting paler. 


And Rey, with nothing. No one. Nothing at all. 


Her broken disk making tiny bite marks into Ben’s neck, Rey hesitates. 
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Then in a second he’s yanking away her wrist, wrenching it hard so her weapon slips out 
of her grasp. The bones in her wrist protest as he twists until she loses herself to the pain of it, 
the burning sharp pang, and Rey cries out. A hoarse rasp of a sound. 


Her legs go weak and she’s falling away from Ben, landing in a jumble of limbs. 
She’s already sobbing before he can turn around. 


Ben looks at her, looks at the two disk halves glinting chain-link metal. Without her hands 
gripping them they just look like trash. 


She can’t do it. Desperate as she is, terrified as she is, she can’t kill him. Not even to 
secure her own freedom. And it wouldn’t be freedom, not really, because without Ben to help 
take care of her Rey is trapped in the chaotic glass-hewn channels of her brain all by herself. 
Lost. 


That money doesn’t mean shit if she’s got no wherewithal to enjoy it. 


Ben shuts the door and leads the dogs to the bedroom, locking them in. Rey hears the 
bedroom door close, but Ben doesn’t return. Not for several long minutes. Like maybe he 
made a pit stop at his office door. Like maybe he’s surveying the wreckage of what she did. 


Rey curls into a ball and presses her forehead to the carpet. She seals her mouth shut. Hot 
tears course over her face and into her hair. 


She cups her hands around her throat. Feels the blood pumping through there, every 
barbed breath as she heaves the air in and out. 


Ben’s approach comes to her through vibrations in the floor, and for an instant Rey is 
transported back to deep beneath the island, where vibrations from the sliding doors told 
stories that they couldn’t understand. 


There’s a warm hand on her back, rubbing her in a way that’s supposed to be calming. 
“Rey, honey.” 


His fingers curl over her shoulder and Rey’s body reacts without thinking. She jerks away 
from him, shoving at every part of him she can reach. She skitters back to press herself into 
the corner. 


“Don’t!” she cries out, holding up both hands spread wide like she could shield herself 
from him. “Don’t. Don’t. Please, don’t. I didn’t-I wasn’t—” 


Nonsense. She’s babbling, Rey knows it, and she can’t rationalize her reaction except that 
all she knows is she’s terrified of this man, out-of-her-mind terrified of what he’s going to do 
to her, this man who would keep her locked up for forever if he could, would clutch her tight 
in his arms if she ever tried to leave, would go to any lengths to take care of her, would fight 
for her survival against all odds... 


Rey breaks down in sobs again and she crumples. 


“Hey.” Ben’s holding his hands out, too, just like she was. He inches a crouched step 
closer. “Hey, Rey, honey. It’s okay.” 
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It’s not okay. Nothing about this is okay. She tried to kill him, smashed his fucking laptop 
to mangled bits and attacked him with the remnants. It’s not okay. 


Rey’s not going to be okay. 


Ben takes another step and Rey launches into a new round of hysterics, flailing wildly. 
He’s going to hurt her. Punish her. Because that’s what he does if she’s been bad, and there’s 
nothing worse than what she’s just done. 


The edges of her vision are going dark and all she can focus on is Ben’s face as he moves 
closer and closer so she’s trapped here in the corner. Nowhere to run now. 


Then his hands reach past her thrashing arms and cup her cheeks. Holding her face steady. 
“Look at me. Look at me, Rey.” 


She grabs at his wrist, trying to wrench his hands away, but she’s shaking so bad she can’t 
even make a proper fist. Instead she just cries harder. 


She’s got nowhere else to look, so Rey looks at his face. At his eyes. It takes her a minute 
until she notices the thick concern there, almost an echo of her own terror. Earnest. 


All her flailing stops, and Rey goes still. He’s not going to hurt her. 


“Tt’s okay, honey.” Ben’s expression is an open window with the sunlight streaming 
through. “Come here.” 


Carefully, like she might get spooked at any second, he pulls her into his lap. His arms 
wrap around her shoulders. Warm. 


In his body he holds none of that hard anger Rey was expecting to feel. Just comfort, just 
warmth. Soft. 


“What happened, Rey?” he asks into her hair. 


Rey’s crying so hard she can’t get out hardly one real word. “I don’t-I’m so-I’m sorr 
I’m-I’m sorr—I didn’t—!” 


He shushes her, rubbing her back with his huge hand. Rey grasps at his shirt, hanging onto 
him like he’s the very foundation she’s built on. 


Once her sobbing finally winds down a little, Rey manages to whisper between hiccups, “I 
was-I was so-sc-scared.” 


It doesn’t really explain anything at all, but her thoughts are so frayed, she doesn’t think 
she could give him an answer that makes sense even if she wanted to. 


And besides, Rey doesn’t want to tell him why she had to smash his laptop in the first 
place. Because then she’d have to admit she accepted the check. And she’s not ready to tell 
him. Not yet. Just in case. 


“Tt’s okay,” he tells her. “I understand,” he says, even though he couldn’t possibly. 


Maybe he’s writing the whole thing off as her being unstable. Her brain went wonky and 
she didn’t have anyone here to calm her down, so she just lost her footing and did something 
real off the wall for no good reason. 
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Having an episode. That’s how her therapist would’ve put it. Rey had an episode. 


It’s easy to believe. If Rey herself saw it happening, she might’ve believed it was an 
episode, too. 


Maybe it’s so easy to believe because it’s not as much a lie as Rey would like to think. 


169 


18. Bestial 


Ben doesn’t leave her side after that. Not ever. 


That means every morning when she showers, Ben sits himself on the toilet seat lid, his 
skin going dewy with condensation. Sometimes he draws a heart on the mirror just before she 
gets out. Sometimes it’s a smiley face. 


It also means that every morning, rain or shine, Rey’s headed out with him and the dogs 
for their daily walk. 


It means if Ben has to run to the store, Rey’s right there alongside him, clinging to his arm 
like a bird to a branch. She never lets go. She can’t. 


When she thinks about it, about how nervous it makes her going out into the world outside 
of his condo, it makes Rey angry. At herself, not at Ben. 


Used to be, Rey went everywhere on her own. Her mom sure as hell wasn’t in much of a 
condition to take her places most of the time. Since about the age of ten, Rey’s been riding 
buses and hiking down Main Street with no escort. Just her against the city. 


So because of her anger, she doesn’t just bite the inside of her cheek and power through it 
like she wants to. When Ben takes her out, Rey’s looking every stranger in the eye. She’s 
finding patterns in the clouds, admiring the architecture of the city. Reading billboards. 
Looking for good sales. She forces it, even though she’s deep-down terrified. 


She does okay, mostly. Except for the times Rey catches a glass window pane warping and 
shifting at the edges of her vision. Those times, Rey grips Ben’s arm tight and shuts her eyes 
until she can stop thinking about it. 


Those things sprouting from her overactive imagination — the rippling hills and valleys of 
glass, the towering columns she notices infringing on her vision when she’s feeling just a bit 
too overwhelmed — she lets those things pass as though she’s not seeing them. Doesn’t 
mention a word of them to Ben, either. 


Better to just pretend it’s not happening. 


And anyway, when they’re at home and Rey’s cozied up on the couch where she’s 
supposed to be, not doing any thinking, she almost never sees anything she shouldn’t. The 
trick is staying calm, she figures. 


Stay calm. That’s the mantra. Don’t think about the check that Ben still doesn’t know 
exists. It’s fine. It’s all fine. 


“Not quite done,” Ben calls from the kitchen. 


Rey snuggles herself tighter in her blanket, the fluffy one she always keeps on the couch. 
A Christmas movie’s playing even though it’s not Christmas. Rey’s hardly watching. 
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“Sorry.” He’s just come back down the hallway and now he’s leaning against the wall. “I 
know you’re hungry, sweetheart.” 


She is. She slept in late this morning, despite Ben’s cajoling, and her meal schedule got all 
thrown off. 


At least she’s not as hungry as she was on that damn island. Not even close. And at least 
Ben never ever serves her fish. 


“That’s alright,” she says quietly, and smiles. 


Ben’s scrolling through his phone. Emails, probably. He’s always emailing people. Never 
stops working, this guy, which Rey’s sure is how he came to have so much money, but come 
on. Nobody needs to work that much. 


Guilt slices through her chest. Rey doesn’t have to work at all, so it’s super not fair of her 
to even think one mean word against Ben’s work-life balance. For all she knows, he’s 
working his ass off just to take care of her. 


She’s finding it harder and harder to want to escape Ben at all, now. The problem of that 
damn check is just too complicated, and trying to kill him really opened her eyes to how 
much she needs him in her life. 


It just might be nice if she had a little independence. Her own cell phone, at least. She’s 
not getting any freedom here, that’s for sure. 


“Shit,” Ben mutters. He runs his hand over his face. 


Rey perks up, immediately concerned. “What is it? That—that client giving you a hard time 
again?” 


Ben shakes his head and reads some more before responding to her. “No. Just my lawyer 
reminding me about some urgent paperwork he’d sent over. Thought he’d be sending it 
digitally and he was just dragging his feet, but apparently he went the old-fashioned route. I 
haven’t checked my mailbox in a few days. ’S probably in there.” 


“Oh.” Rey doesn’t know what to say about that, so to be polite, she adds, “I’m sorry.” 


He waves her away. “I need to run down and grab it. Do you mind watching the lasagna 
and pulling it out of the oven when it’s done?” 


“How-um, how will I know?” 


“So, just watch through the little window. When the cheese is bubbling and browning at 
the edges, that’s when you take it out. But not too much brown, and you need to use both 
hands to pick it up, because...” 


His voice fades out into a ringing sound. Rey’s already sweating. Fidgeting her fingers at 
the idea of being put in charge of something she could mess up so easy. It’s a big pan, too. 
She saw it when Ben was putting the whole dish together. Big glass pan, roasted hot at three- 
seventy-five. 


Ben shifts from one foot to the other. Looks at his phone, then back to Rey. 
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Then he smiles a little and says, “Why don’t you just run on down and grab the mail for 
me instead?” 


The question’s like a bag of bricks dumped straight on Rey’s shoulders, the sharp edges 
poking through her shirt. 


Go out there? Alone? 
“Hey.” 


Rey blinks, and suddenly Ben’s crouched in front of where she’s sitting. Cupping her face 
in his hands. She must’ve zoned out again from how freaked out his suggestion got her. 


“Tt’s no big deal, I promise. I pointed out the mail room to you a couple times, don’t you 
remember? It’ll be easy. You don’t even have to leave the building.” 


Rey clutches at his wrists. “Can’t—can’t you come with me?” 


He raises his eyebrows. “Someone has to stay. Don’t want to burn my condo down, do 
we?” He sighs. “Come on. This will be good for you. Weren’t you so excited before about 
what you’d do when you finally got your money? Buy a house, live your life? How are you 
going to do any of that if you can’t even go out to get the mail on your own?” 


An icy thrill runs down her spine as he speaks. She never expected this suggestion of 
independence from him. It always seemed like a very obvious fact that Ben’s sole intent was 
to keep her here forever and ever. That’s why he lied about the money coming in from the 
airline, right? 


What if he didn’t lie, though? Who was that social worker lady, anyway? Checks aren’t 
always real. Anyone can write a check for anything, and it doesn’t mean shit until you try to 
cash it. 


Then again, before the social worker first stopped by, Ben’s lawyer had called in a warning 
about her. If she was some nutjob scam artist, the lawyer never would’ve known she was 
coming. 


So then maybe, maybe Ben was lying about the money, but he just doesn’t want her to get 
overwhelmed, so he’s keeping her world quiet and simple until she’s ready to go out there on 
her own. Maybe when she starts to get better he plans to hand the money over and let her be 
independent again. Maybe. 


It’s too complicated. Too much. And Ben’s still holding her cheeks in his hands. 


“You can do it, Rey. I’ll tell you exactly where to go. Won’t take more than five minutes, 
there and back. Okay?” 


Without knowing whether she really has the courage for it, Rey nods. 


The key’s small, way smaller than a house key, but the metal feels heavy like a dying sun 
clutched in her palm. Just about as hot, too. 


Rey wanders towards the elevator she’s ridden a million times and repeats Ben’s words in 
her head over and over as though he were here with her, and not sitting inside staring at an 
oven. 
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Like the whole condo would burn down from a slightly crispy lasagna. 


But he’s right. Rey needs to get used to this, and there’s no way better to jumpstart the 
whole process than to just head right out and do it. Even though it sucks. 


And she’s definitely not going to cry. 
Now press the ‘L’ button, Rey. ’L’ for ‘Lobby’. 


Rey hits the button and her finger leaves a smear of sweat across the black lit-up number. 
Gross. 


As the numbers tick down Rey grits her teeth and begs all the other residents of this fancy- 
pants condo complex to stay inside, to not use this same exact elevator. She doesn’t know 
what she’d do if she got trapped in this box with someone else, some stranger. 


The doors open onto the familiar lobby with its shined up wood floors. Real wood, not 
stick-on tile patterned like wood. 


Now instead of turning left to leave the building, turn right. 


Rey turns right and hugs the wall, trailing her fingers along the paint. It feels like it’s been 
away from Ben for a million billion years. This place has never felt so huge without him next 
to her. 


She clenches the key tight in her palm so the edges bite at her skin. She gets to a junction 
in the hallway. 


Now turn right again, and the third door on the right side will be the mail room. Number 
43, that’s my box. Say it back. 


“Forty-three,” Rey whispers as she turns the corner. “Forty-three.” 


There’s no one else in the hallway. Everyone here’s probably already tucking napkins in 
their collars, getting ready for whatever tasty dinner their housemaids cooked up. No one 
wants to go check the mail right now, not at seven at night. 


There’s the first door. Rey’s fingers trip over the door frame. “One—” 


In a split second the door whips open and Rey’s getting yanked sideways out of the 
hallway. The door slams shut and it’s near pitch dark. 


She can’t see. Her wall, her crutch is gone. The key’s gone, dropped somewhere. 


Rough hands, sweaty as her own, grasp at her from behind. They yank her arms back and 
there’s the familiar click-click-click of handcuffs tightening. The chill of metal at her wrists. 


What’s happening? What’s going on? Rey almost asks the darkness surrounding her. 
Smells sharp in here, like pine sol. 


Rey walks it back in her mind. She was making her way down the hallway, following 
Ben’s instructions right to the letter, and then as she got to that first doorway, first of three, a 
person opened that door from inside and snatched her. 


Rey’s been grabbed off her path. Handcuffed in the dark. Someone’s got her. 
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When she thinks to start screaming, he’s already stuffed a wad of something past her teeth 
and spread tape across her mouth. 


She tries to kick but she can’t see, can’t hardly hear past the pounding of her own heart. 
She’s fighting a ghost. 


“Let’s see here,” says a gruff, gravelly voice behind her. He grabs at her shoulders, 
whipping her around and shoving her back against the wall. “Let’s see what we’ve got.” 


His fingers roll down her body, pinching her flesh as if she were a grocery store fruit. Rey 
flails, she yells and flails, but it’s for nothing. She’s too weak, and all tied and gagged to boot. 
She lost before she even got a chance to fight. 


“Well, aren’t I fuckin’ lucky.” He chuckles and shoves a hand between her legs. “Sweet 
thing like you, all to myself? That’s what I call a gaddamn great fuckin’ Friday night.” 


He’s going to do it. Rape her. Really rape her. 


Like a long-forgotten reflex, Rey jerks her knee up at exactly the right spot and shoves 
away from the wall. There’s a loud grunt and some half-whispered swearing. 


Rey stumbles towards where she remembers the door being, but her vision is sparkle- 
bright with static from the adrenaline coursing through her and she can’t find the knob with 
her hands tied back as they are, and she’s huffing loud through her nose, and then thick 
fingers wrap around her neck. 


“Bitch. I’m going to—ugh.” He throws her to the floor and Rey’s head bounces hard off the 
carpet. “I’m going to make you fucking pay for that.” 


Rey’s crying, crying and yelling between gasps. She kicks until the man sits on her legs, 
and then she can’t move at all, solid as he is. 


“Just shut up,” he tells her, hot nasty breath in her face. Smells like sweet corn and soda. 
“Tt’ll be over before you know it.” 


He shoves her shirt up, then, all the way to her neck. He squeezes and jiggles her breasts, 
twisting at her nipples until Rey’s sobbing into the tape from fear and pain and humiliation all 
at once. 


When his hands creepy-crawl down lower and start tugging at her pants, the fight rushes 
back into her body and she thrashes so hard she manages to get away from him for a brief 
moment. Any bit of him she can feel behind her, she kicks and kicks hard. 


But at the end of the day, she’s tied up and he’s not. She’s weak and small and he’s not. 
She’s terrified and he’s not. And after another long and pointless struggle, he’s on top of her 
once again, pinning her. 


He shoves her pants and underwear down and Rey’s sobbing pleas into her gag. She’s 
groaning from how tight the handcuffs bite into her wrists. She’s chewing at the cloth in her 
mouth. 


His fingers curl roughly between her legs, touching her in cruel ways no one ever has. It 
hurts. The way he’s doing it hurts. She hates it. 
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“Just lie there still while I finish this up, alright, baby girl?” There’s a jingling of a belt 
coming undone. “Nice and fuckin’ still. Just like that.” 


Then the room is suddenly awash in light. The first thing Rey sees is the face not six 
inches above her own. A man she’s never met, a man with round cheeks and long lashes and 
stubble all down his jaw. A man with a smile, holding her down, his hand between her legs. 


The man turns away, looking behind him, and Rey does too. The doorway, she sees it now, 
is a block of warm yellow light. 


And in the center of that light is a man. A much bigger man. 


There’s movement, too fast for Rey to catch in her frightened mixed up state of mind, and 
the light is gone. The door shuts. 


The man on top of her grunts right in her face and then he’s pulling away. No, dragged 
away, hauled off of her by the much larger shadow towering over the both of them. 


Rey wiggles, scooting herself back an inch. She tries to sit up, but her wrists are caught at 
the wrong angle and she can’t move without spears of pain shooting up her arms. The 
screaming urge to move, to run and fight and scatter herself as far away as she can, is still 
coursing through her veins. She feels claustrophobic. She’d do anything to get out of these 
restraints, to remove the choking cloth out of her mouth. 


The two men, shadows, they struggle just in front of her. Combined they form a monster, a 
hulking mass of who-knows-what, seeming to lurch closer and closer in Rey’s vision. 


Her pulse ratchets up ten steps and despite herself, she screams. A pitiful, muffled scream 
that doesn’t even reach outside this room. 


There’s a dull thump and the man, the shorter one who grabbed her and tried to rape her, 
he grunts and swears in a slurry of syllables. Then another thump, and another, and then the 
floor beneath Rey shakes as he falls into a heap. 


“Hey,” the man rasps. He scoots back and bumps against Rey’s feet, making her scream 
and kick again. It’s like he doesn’t even notice. “You said—” 


He’s cut off by another thud, a horrible wet sound accompanied by a sick crunch. The man 
doesn’t get another word out as he’s kicked again and again. 


All Rey can do is listen. 


By the time the beating’s stopped, every breath of air is saturated with the stench of high 
sweat and rusty, tangy blood. 


The man, the lumpy pile, a low whine escapes him. But he doesn’t move. 


Then the door opens again, but just a crack, and a line of light falls across Rey’s face. She 
cringes and blinks furiously at what she can’t see. 


The looming shadow approaches, then kneels beside her. Big shoulders, dark hair. 
His hand grazes her cheek. Soft and calloused. And then Rey knows him. 


It’s Ben. He’s come for her. 
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He cradles her head as he gently peels the tape off her mouth. The cloth stuffed in there 
has dried out all her spit, and Rey lets out a small, rasped cry. She tries to say, “My hands,” 
but her tongue won’t form the words. 


Ben shushes her. He tugs her shirt down, and pulls her pants back up. Then he carefully 
turns her on her side and finds the handcuffs. 


He sighs. 


Then he’s leaving her, he’s standing and Rey is alone again on the floor, still tied up. She 
starts hyperventilating and violently squirms, pushing the harsh metal deeper into the thin 
skin of her wrists. 


Ben is bending over the guy’s limp form. There’s a rustle of clothing being 
unceremoniously shoved out of the way as Ben digs through his pockets. After a little 
searching, he finds what he’s looking for. 


As he stands up, he gives the man another hard kick in the stomach. 


He crouches beside Rey again and he’s doing something with the handcuffs, they’re biting 
into her and it hurts and Rey’s about to yell again when the pressure releases. The cuffs go 
slack. Her hands are free. 


Ben helps her sit up. “Are you hurt?” he asks in a gentle voice. 


Rey doesn’t know. Every movement sends electric shocks right down to her bones. Her 
skin’s so sensitive, so heightened with the shock of what she just experienced. She can’t tell 
how much is real pain and how much is the physical manifestation of distress. 


” 


“N—-my—m-my-I d-don’t 


She can’t get it out. And even if she could, what would she say? The words, the words she 
should be telling him, they’re ripped to shreds and scattered about her brain. 


Carefully, so carefully, Ben gathers her up in his arms. Rey grips his shirt in claws so tight 
she can feel the fibers tearing. She’s leaving holes. 


He opens the door, flooding her eyes with light, and all around them is glass. Misted white 
glass. Tall ceilings, soft lines, uneven columns rising at awkward heights. The smell of 
pungent, rotten fruit. Corners that jut out to meet her. 


Rey gags and shuts out the vision. There’s a vibration in her chest, deep and low, and a 
buzzing sound crowding through her ear canals. 


“Rey.” 


The voice, Ben’s voice. She was trapped in her body but Ben pulls her out. She recognizes 
the vibration in her chest, the grating sound she’s hearing. An aching groan. It’s coming from 
inside of her. 


She goes quiet and opens her eyes. They’re back in the condo. Those same familiar walls 
frame her vision like they always do. As if they always have. 


She’s still in Ben’s arms. He feels bizarrely cool against her feverish skin. When did they 
get here? 
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The box, the dark closet she was dragged into, it snaps back into place around her and Rey 
arches away from Ben. Falling. Somehow, she manages to land on her hands and feet, 
trembling as she is. 


Smells like cheese in here. 


Rey scampers to the side, halfway on the verge of falling, then catches herself on the 
coffee table and straightens. Turns back and looks at Ben. 


He looks at her and swallows, then, so quiet it echoes through Rey’s head, he asks, “Do 
you want to talk about it, honey?” 


She can’t say a word. She tries to muster the explanation she needs to give, the sterile truth 
of what was just almost done to her. But every time she opens her mouth, it’s like she’s 
tripping on weeds in the sidewalk cracks and by the time she’s caught herself, it’s lost again. 
And again. And again. 


Rey just shakes her head. 
He nods, then says, “The lasagna is done.” 


They eat. Rey burns her mouth and doesn’t notice until she takes a sip of water and it goes 
sear-sizzling along her tongue. Ben tells her a funny story about the dogs from when he first 
got Pancake. Rey doesn’t really listen, but it’s nice to just have his voice in the background. 


Ben gets her ready for bed right after. No nighttime TV or anything like that, not tonight. 
He dresses her in pajamas, moving her wooden limbs slow and careful. 


He shuts off the light and they get into bed. Rey just stares at the ceiling, and long minutes 
pass. 


She slides out from beneath the thick covers and ambles to the window, pulling the 
curtains aside to peek out at the bustling city below them. Everyone else is still awake. 


Ben saved her today. Like he always saves her. Took care of her like he always promised 
he would. He’s like this big sturdy rock she’s chained to. He’s the only thing keeping her safe 
anymore. 


Everyone has always told her the world is a terrible and cruel place. An evil place, 
sometimes. A shit and scary and bad place. Dangerous. And they were right. Rey was right to 
be petrified of the world at large. She doesn’t belong out there. 


She belongs in here. With Ben. 


She hears footsteps behind her, and then Ben is pressing himself tight against her, 
wrapping her in his arms. 


“T’m sorry,” he whispers. “I’m so sorry.” 
Rey turns and hugs him back. The carpet itches against the soles of her bare feet. 


He pets her hair, hugging her hard like she’s a puzzle he’s trying to keep together. But 
Rey’s not about to fall apart. She feels rigid. Stone. She could be made of hard stone. 


177 


“T’ll never let anything like that happen to you,” are the words being whispered into her 
hair. “I promise.” 


She doesn’t cry. Doesn’t make one sound. 


Rey lets him hold her there until she starts to thaw. Goes somewhat slack against his chest. 
Wraps her shivering arms tighter around his waist. 


How could she have ever second-guessed him? Ben’s the only one who really cares about 
her. She sees that now. She sees everything so fucking clearly. As long as Ben will have her, 
she will never leave his side again. 


Rey carefully extricates herself from his arms. She peers around the dim room, taking in 
what she now recognizes as the only real home she’s ever had in her life. The only safe place 
she’s ever carved out, one that she was almost ready to throw away. 


She runs her hands over her face. Feels the features given to her by an unloving egg donor 
and a near-nonexistent sperm donor. Her face. 


Rey presses her palms against her lips and screams, loud and long and muffled. She 
screams until all her screams are gone and out of her. 


Then she uncovers her face, reels back, and smashes her fist into the wall. 


178 


19. Testimonial 


— why the fuck did you do thatw man. i had to go t the fcking hospital 


— That’s my line. What the fuck were you doing to the girl? We never agreed for you to 
rape her. 


— i wasnt, i was just scaring her. like you said you wanted 
— Bull fucking shit. When I opened the door you had your pitiful little dick out. 


— i had to get all these stiches in my face, solo. they said its going to scar bad. you were 
ssupposed to only pretend to kick my ass. now i’m fucked 


— I asked you to scare her. Not strip her down and rape her. 
— well she was scared wasn’t she 

— You’re pathetic. 

— you nocked out tthree of my teeth. what am i supposed to do 


— Be glad I didn’t kill you. 


“T know you don’t want me to.” 


Rey had punched that wall three times before Ben jumped in to stop her. Hardly made a 
dent in the plaster, but her middle knuckle got bruised to shit and is probably cracked. She 
didn’t want a trip to the hospital, so instead Ben made her go with him to the drug store for a 
knuckle splint. 


She hates the thing. Ben straps the velcro too tight and she can barely move her hand at all. 
She’d rather be in pain than wear it, but Ben says she’ll mess up her hand for good if she 
doesn’t keep it on. So she does. 


The whole next week, anytime Rey has to go outside, she has to put on a long-sleeved 
something, because of the scabbed-up etch marks around her wrists where the metal 
handcuffs bit into them too hard. People might get the wrong idea if they saw those marks, 
Ben says. 


“Tt won’t take very long, honey. I’m already running late now, and I’ll leave early. I’ll be 
back before you have time to miss me.” 


Ben doesn’t make her talk about what happened. He sits and holds her when the tears start 
going out of nowhere, but he doesn’t push her. 


Even though she tries not to remember, sometimes it comes back to her, like a spotlight in 
her brain flipping on all of a sudden. Maybe she’s taking a bath, or watching TV, and then 
suddenly, bam, she’s flat on her back almost getting raped. 
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Rey asks Ben once about if that man is going to come back for her. For revenge, maybe, or 
to finish what he started. But he tells her she never has to worry about that guy ever again. 
That Ben himself made sure it was taken care of. 


She guesses that means he’s in jail or something. 


“T’d bring you, Rey, but it wouldn’t be a good look, having a young girl like you hanging 
off my arm. It’s a business meeting. Professional.” 


The way Ben sits on the toilet seat while she showers, Rey does that for him, too. Just to 
be near him. She curls up in a ball on the cool tile and listens to the water hitting his body, the 
snap of the cap on the shampoo bottle. 


Sometimes, sometimes she undresses and joins him in there under the water. Just to touch 
him. Be warm with him. 


Right around now, Rey stops feeling embarrassed about seeing him naked. She just can’t 
find it in her to care anymore. 


“T really have to go. This could be a big win for me. A lot of money in this contract. Big 
client, you know?” 


Dinner times, she’s supposed to sit opposite Ben. That’s her spot at the table. She’s on the 
east side, he’s on the west side, and the dogs sit at the doorway, trained as they are to not 
come bother the humans while they eat. 


But one evening Rey just can’t take it. She waits for Ben to sit down, and then instead of 
taking her regular seat, she slides into his lap. Curls her legs up and leans into his chest. 


Ben doesn’t say anything for a moment. She’s afraid he’s going to guide her back to where 
she’s supposed to sit, but instead he just slides her plate across the table so it’s right next to 
his own. 


He spears a noodle for her and guides it into her mouth. 
She just wants to be as close to him as she can. He makes her feel safe. 


“Okay, honey. Okay. I won’t leave. I’ll stay right here. Don’t be uspet, sweet girl. Let me 
just call and cancel my meeting.” 


Night. Rey blinks up at the dark ceiling. She listens to Ben’s faint sleep breaths, the ones 
that always heave Rey up and down when she’s curled across his chest. Like bobbing in the 
waves of the ocean, she often imagines. 


But right now she’s feeling them from afar, shifting through the mattress. 


Maybe that’s why she woke up. In her sleep she’d somehow managed to roll away from 
Ben, and now she’s at the other end of the bed. The blankets tangled around her are cold, like 
she only just shifted over here a moment ago. 


She was dreaming of the social worker again. Her powdered face pulled tight like a 
marionette, her salon-cut hair with not a grey strand to be found. That insufferable clipboard. 
Piles of white paper. 
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That’s what Rey remembers most from the dream. The crinkling dry scrape of sheet 
against sheet. She still hears it if she really tries, lingering the way some dreams do. 


The check. Rey suddenly pictures the check she’d hidden, the one from the social worker. 
That feel of sharp-edged paper in her hands. It must still be where she left it. 


The check with her name on it in undeniable ink. That traitorous check. Still here to ruin 
her life. 


Rey slides out of the bed and pads to the door. Both dogs, they lift their heads from where 
they were snoozing by the closet, watching her make the trek. 


Rey holds her breath. But they don’t shift or make a sound, they just stare, and eventually 
lower their heads back to the floor. Rey slips through the cracked open doorway and inches it 
closed, hush-soft. 


Out here, the condo is that type of dark that makes it feel like you’re the only person on the 
planet. The living room might be filled with furniture and personal belongings, but to Rey, it’s 
like the place’s been abandoned. The light in here is blue, light from the city that seeps in 
through the cracks in the blinds. Blue and black. 


Somehow, in her mind, she’d convinced herself that maybe the check isn’t there anymore. 
As though she could will it out of being, now that it’s been declared useless. 


But it’s still there. Rey’s fingers find it, scrabbling through the dust behind the 
entertainment center, past where any good vacuum job would reach. The firm paper, pale 
even without looking at it, she finds it leaned up stiff and flush with the wood. 


It’s too dim for Rey to read properly, but she can just make out her name on the front, only 
because she already knows it’s there. Rey Niima, it peeks through the plastic window. 


Seems funny to her, now, that she would have ever considered running away from her life, 
even to the point of trying to kill Ben, all just for this money. Just for some zeros and a 
signature on a piece of paper. 


As if it was worth giving up the security and joy she’s been selflessly given. As if she 
doesn’t already have everything she needs right here. 


If that social worker ever comes back, Rey vows she’s going to spit directly in the 
woman’s face. It’s what she should’ve done in the first place instead of accepting this money. 


She should tear this check to shreds right now. Hide it in the depths of the garbage where 
Ben would never see it. She’d flush it down the toilet, but it’s a lot of paper if you count the 
envelope. Might clog. 


Her fingers pinch the edge of it. Pretending to rip it, but not quite. A practice rip. 


It’s not like she needs it anymore. She never needed it, but she was too stupid to 
understand until recently, all caught up as she was about Ben’s supposed “assault” on the 
island and her being “coerced”. 


Ben didn’t have to coerce her to do anything. He’s not forcing her to stay here. She sought 
him out in the first place, didn’t she? 
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She always liked it when he touched her. Even when she said ‘no’, she liked it. The ‘no’ 
was just for added fun. Rey gets that now. 


Rey pinches the paper tight and makes a tiny rip, right above where her name’s printed. 
One of many, she tells herself. One baby step towards getting rid of this reminder of what an 
idiot she used to be. 


Then why, why is she hesitating? 
“You tell them how much you enjoyed being raped by me, honey?” 


He didn’t rape her. That’s not what it was. That was just roleplay — just acting, even back 
on the island. He was trying to take care of her. Ben, he hunted all their food. All that survival 
knowledge that kept them alive, that all came from his head. She would’ve been flat dead 
without him, rotting in the waves. Eaten by glass. 


Even now, he’s taking real good care of her. Every day, even with her struggles. He saves 
her, and he saves her, and he takes such good care of her that she’d be hard pressed to find 
anything she lacks. 


“If you don’t relax, this is going to be so much worse than it has to be.” 


He talks rough sometimes, that’s all it was. When they have sex he says things he doesn’t 
really mean. Because it excites him. Excites both of them, Rey too. 


Rey likes it. She does. She likes all of it. Always did, just couldn’t admit it to herself. It 
was never-—it wasn’t forced. Obviously. 


The paper quivers in her hands. Tap-tapping against her leg. She can’t focus her eyes on it. 


Ben would never force her to do anything she didn’t want to do. Ben wants her to flourish, 
to grow and become strong and happy and healthy, with him by her side the whole way. He 
would never hurt her. Never. 


“You don’t have to be good at anything except doing exactly what I say.” 


That wasn’t right. Her memory’s bunk. Ben cares about her in a way no one else ever has. 
Everything he’s done has been for her own good, she knows that. Even when she fought him, 
fought tooth and nail against his kindness, he didn’t let up. 


All because he wanted to save her. Truly selfless, that’s what he is. 


There’s an aching pain in her temple. Rey’s jaw is clenched tight, and she’s breathing in 
short gasps through her teeth. The room around her’s disappearing fast. 


Rey would never stay with someone who did bad things to her. She would run, obviously. 
She’s smart and she’s strong. But Ben never did anything cruel. Ben is kind. He’s loving and 
gentle. He hugs her close and comforts her no matter what. He calls her his sweet girl. 


He didn’t hold her down and rape her in their grass hut. He would never do that. 


He didn’t threaten her into lying to the social worker about her experiences. There was 
nothing to lie about, nothing to keep hidden. It’s just that people wouldn’t understand what 
they have. They wouldn’t get it, so Rey had to fib, but that doesn’t mean Ben was doing 
anything wrong. 
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Rey lurches forward, suddenly feeling oddly sick. She sifts her fingers through the carpet 
and tugs herself forward. Blind. She conjures up what the room is supposed to look like but it 
warps and bows away from her, tilting at a bad angle. Doesn’t look right. 


The blue light from outside is gone. Every surface is clouded white and dimly translucent. 
Smooth. Rey’s hand slides against the slick floor. 


No. Carpet, it’s carpet. She claws at the fibers and crawls, rubbing raw her knees and the 
heels of her hands. She hangs on tight like she could get pulled away by forces unseen and 
crawls forward blindly. 


Ben didn’t trap her here. She could’ve left at any time if she wanted to. She has a choice. 
He didn’t lie to Rey. 

He didn’t spy on her. 

He didn’t rape her. 

He didn’t hurt her. 

He didn’t. He didn’t. 


Rey’s knuckles knock against a wall of cool, impassable glass. She follows it upward, 
higher, until she finds the smooth curve of the rim. 


Fiberglass. Regular old fiberglass made by people, white, formed in a mold someplace. 
Factory-made shit. She clutches at it with slippery sweaty fingers. Her hand, her bruised-up 
knuckle should be protesting right about now. 


Rey smells rot. She smells fermenting fruit, bananas gone brown and apple cores left to 
shrivel and decompose. 


She heaves herself over the rim and falls bodily into the bathtub. Her limbs must bang 
against the hard surface, but she doesn’t hardly feel it. 


What she does feel is cold. The chill seeps up from far beneath her, creeping through her 
skin and straight into her bones. Rey would shiver, except she can’t find her body anymore. 


There’s a hum. Something’s humming through Rey’s chest, but it’s not coming from her. 


The tile swims in and out of focus, a pattern stretching into perpetuity on either side of her. 
She’s trapped. It’s all squares, endless glass squares that ripple in waves and she’s trapped. 
The pattern sears into her vision like the flash on a camera. 


Rey reaches with arms she can’t feel. Her hand finds the knob. She grasps it with all her 
strength and tugs down, hard. 


Water pours from the sky and drenches her. Rey’s eyes roll up into her head. 


“Why’s it so hot in here?” she asks as they step through the double-door. She stares at the 
wall warily, like the impenetrable-looking glass might slam back into place at any second. 


It’s lucky they found an exit. Rey doesn’t want to spend one more minute in this room with 
the big alien something-or-other piled just behind them. Gives her the willies. Like maybe it’s 
not dead after all. 
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The opening leads to a brightly-lit hallway, tall like all the rest were. The floor, however, 
doesn’t undulate softly like ocean waves. The walls are not flat white. The ceiling is not a 
delicate, smooth arch. 


Every surface of the hallway is pocked with divots and spires, their edges severe and 
irregular, looking like translucent stalactites. They jut out from the walls, many long enough 
that Rey and Ben are forced to duck under. Every step they take is highly calculated as they 
avoid frighteningly deep-looking pits and the winding glass ivy that worms over everything, 
sinister and quick even in complete stillness. 


Some, the ends of them look sharp enough that Rey dares not get anywhere near them. Just 
in case she slips. She hangs on tight to Ben’s arm and follows the path he picks out with 
aching unwillingness. 


If there were literally any other door to take out of that room with the maybe-probably- 
dead alien, Rey wouldn’t bother with this at all. Not even if you paid her. But as it is, their 
options are pretty damn limited. 


All that’s keeping her moving is the thought of their camp. Home, sort of. The familiar 
campfire smell, the dirt and grass and sound of birds. 


They step around a column as wide as Rey’s hips that stretches all the way to the ceiling 
and Rey catches a whiff of some horrible stench. She can’t help the gag that follows. 


“What the—what is that?” she asks, eyes watering. 


Ben’s face is twisted in a way that tells her he smells it too. He frowns. “I don’t know. 
We’|l leave it behind soon enough.” 


The hall isn’t long at all, but all the protrusions block the room on the other end from 
Rey’s line of sight until they’re right at the entrance. All she can tell is, it’s dark in there. Very 
dark. Probably big, too. 


And the smell only gets stronger. 


They finally stumble into the room and Rey’s relieved to find the floor slightly less 
deformed than in the hallway. At least she doesn’t have to worry so much about getting 
impaled. 


But it’s odd; the floor isn’t white, but a stark red. Up close is the only way Rey can tell. 
The room is too dim to pick out much detail beyond the hallway entrance. She can hardly 
pick out the color of anything past a few feet. 


Rey watches her step very carefully. 


They sidle into the room, arm in arm, keeping a wall nearby at all times. The room is 
shaped rather irregularly, but that’s not anything new with this place. 


Rey is enraptured by the silky wet texture of the floor and the occasional spires growing 
from it. They’re beautiful, like art, and the small amount of light filtering in from the hallway 
shines off of them in the most pleasing way. 


If only it didn’t stink so bad in here. Sweet, sickly sweet, like when Rey would buy 
bananas and didn’t eat them fast enough. A smell sweet, and wasting the way you’d just know 
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would call in clouds of fruit flies. 


Suddenly Ben lets out a sharp huff of air and his hand is clamping over Rey’s face. She 
can’t see. 


“Let’s go,” he says. “We need to go. Let’s go back.” There’s this wavering panic in his 
tone like Rey has never heard before. 


“No, wait-!” She doesn’t understand. There’s no other way. He knows that. There’s got to 
be another door in here someplace. 


Ben’s already yanking her back. Her feet slip-slide along the ground, catching on knobbly 
edges of glass. 


“We'll find another way,” he says. He’s pulling her faster than they should go, faster than 
is safe. 


Rey reaches out blindly and finds a stiff column. She grasps it with both hands and it’s hot, 
just on the cusp of discomfort. But she hangs on tight and manages to yank herself away from 
Ben. 


“But this was the only way, Ben!” she calls over her shoulder. 


Then Rey feels movement under her palms. Like water, like liquid marble it feels. She 
looks at the column she’s still gripping. 


It’s moving. Growing. Silent as moonlight, it shifts and changes beneath her hands. 
Pushing them as it expands. Rey jerks back. 


She’s aware of other movements, then. In her peripheral. Maybe she was always aware of 
it, from the moment they entered the room, but she chose not to look. 


The room is enormous, just as large as any number of other rooms they’ve explored today. 
Big enough that the ceiling and far walls are lost in shadow. 


Best Rey can tell, the corners of the room, four of them, they jut inward instead of out, 
forming a path in the middle the shape of a plus sign. At the end of each path, Rey can just 
barely make out a gaping doorway. The one they just entered through is lit up bright, but the 
rest are flat black. 


Rey’s standing not a few feet away from one of the protruding corners, the wall stretching 
out long and inky on either side. 


She catches that movement again. Is the wall moving? It looked opaque black in the dark, 
this glass wall, but now she can see it’s not. It’s transparent. 


There’s something in there. Past the wall. 
Rey cranes her neck up. 


It’s huge, spanning from floor to ceiling. The outline of it, it’s sinuous, misshapen and 
threaded with organic impressions just like the glass spires on the surface of this island are, so 
that at first, Rey thinks that’s all it is. Just more of the same. 
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Then it moves, and the movement shows Rey the shape better than she could see it in 
stillness. Like a dozen or more snakes, each as thick as a car, contorted through the air. Boxed 
in behind the wall. 


The snakes, the long alien appendages, they all lead from where they’re planted against the 
walls to the same dark mass at the center. No, not dark, just colorless, or — no, more that it’s 
translucent, like an enormous drop of water poised to fall. Insides warped from the surface 
tension. That’s the body. 


Rey imagines an octopus. 


The shifting motion inside grows stronger. It jerks. The tentacles aren’t pressed to the 
walls and floor, Rey realizes. They are the wall. The thing, its... limbs, they meld with the 
wall. One and the same. They connect. 


Sweat rolls down her forehead. Behind her, Ben urges her to go back. They’ll find another 
way, he says. 


She glances around the room. All four corners, the boxes, the prisons they make, they all 
house the same writhing movement. Things that stretch taller than any animal Rey’s ever 
conceived of. 


Monstrous. 


Her knees turn to water and she starts to slip. She catches herself on the wall but the huge 
something moves behind that foot of glass and she violently flinches away. 


Harsh light hits the back of her eyes and spreads into a jarring rainbow. She hears a voice, 
maybe Ben’s voice, only it sounds like a stranger. Like it could be anyone or no one all at 
once. It mixes with the roar of rain pounding her back until she forgets she ever heard it. 


She doesn’t fall to the glass floor. Ben catches her, murmurs in her ear. He arranges her 
limbs so he’s got her held tightly to his chest. He inches his way through that dark room, 
finding one of those other doorways that flush bright when he approaches. And then he really 
starts to run. 


Rey pushes her face into his shirt. He smells like himself. Like sweat. She closes her eyes 
and tries to make her brain empty. 


“Rey.” 


Her entire body is one big blue and black bruise, or at least that’s how it feels. Rey would 
lift her head except it hurts too bad. She’s so cold it burns. 


Is she still in Ben’s arms? They never felt so unforgivingly hard. Not even when he was 
angry with her. And Ben’s not angry with her now. Is he? 


“T’ve got you, honey. I’ve got you.” 


Oh, these are Ben’s arms wrapping around her, these warm things passing across her 
shoulders and under her hips. Normal flesh-hard arms, not like what she was cradled by 
before. 
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Rey squints her eyes open. She’s in the bathtub, or was. Ben’s lifting her out. That 
incessant rain is left behind— 


Not rain. The shower’s running. Had she turned that on? When? 


Every inch of her body is soaked with icy water. It drips from her hair over her face, and 
pours in torrents from her previously flimsy pajamas, which now feel like leaden armor. Her 
hands are frozen in a shivering rictus. 


Rey doesn’t understand what happened. What was she doing? How did she get here? 


Ben shuts off the shower and the silence is so sweet it almost lulls Rey to sleep right there 
on the bathmat, fluffy as it is. He pulls off her sopping clothes and wraps her in two huge 
towels. 


“Hang on,” he tells her. “Just got to get you something to wear.” 


Rey leans her head on the toilet lid and drifts. The towels feel like they just came out of the 
dryer. Or maybe she’s just that cold. 


She idly wonders about hypothermia. Should she try to stay awake? Surely she wasn’t 
under the icy water for that long. However she managed to turn it on, Ben would’ve woken 
up pretty quick. 


Her brain feels like oatmeal. Was she unconscious? 


He returns with a bundle of warm, fuzzy pajamas. Takes his time toweling her off, then 
helps her into the outfit like she’s a baby. 


Rey’s nothing but grateful. She hardly has the energy to move, let alone dress herself. 
She falls asleep in his arms on their way back to bed. 


Dreamless. Thoughtless. Like she doesn’t exist, this sleep shoves her consciousness down 
to the deepest part of her brain and lets her body really and truly rest in a way it hasn’t for 
weeks. Months, maybe. 


When she wakes up, the room is bright and Ben is sitting at the edge of the bed by her 
legs, his back hunched. 


She stretches. Her limbs feel stiff and bruised, and she has a little bit of a headache. She 
vaguely remembers why her body would feel that way, but it’s fuzzy. “Good morning,” she 
says through a yawn. 


Ben crooks his head to the side and gives her a placid smile. “Good morning. Did you 
sleep well?” 


She sits up. “I can’t remember. So, yes?” 
“Good. I’m glad.” 


Last night... last night she had some kind of episode again. A panic moment. Rey 
remembers crawling across the carpet. Somehow she wound up face-down in the bathtub with 
the water running cold. She strains against the memory, trying to force it to resurface. 
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Then it comes to her. What happened. Visions of glass and huge writhing beasts flicker 
through her mind, memories that tend to sweep her up on occasion. She had gotten lost in the 
past again and couldn’t find her way out. 


At least Ben was there to help her. He’s always so understanding when she panics. He 
knows she can’t help the fear that lingers at the back of her mind from what they saw down 
there, and he always reassures her that it'll go away with time. 


Rey sure hopes so. 
She smiles big at Ben, a sort of sad and embarrassed smile. 


He pats her knee reassuringly, then glances back down to where his other hand rests in his 
lap. Rey follows his gaze. He’s got something, a paper something. Rectangular and white 
with black text. 


It’s the check. Her check with her name. The one she was going to throw out. 
Rey’s smile slips. The air in her throat forms into a rock, and she grasps at the blankets. 


Too panicked to care, last night she must’ve left the check on the carpet, right in the 
middle of the living room. Right where he’d find it the second he walked in. She was too 
busy having a conniption or an episode or whatever to even think of hiding it. 


She was supposed to tear it up. Shred the thing. She doesn’t want it. Doesn’t need it. 
But now all that’s out the window. 
“Wait—!” she rasps. “Wait, I-!” 


“Where’d you get this?” he asks in a voice too low, too calm for the fury that’s surely 
churning through him. He must be so pissed that she would lie and betray him like this, and 
Rey can’t even blame him for it. He turns back and gives her that same old regular smile. 
“Hm?” 


Rey lurches to her banged-up knees and scrambles across the blankets, grasping at his arm. 
“Please—please don’t be mad. I’m sorry, I’m-I was going to tear it up. I don’t want it. Please.” 


“T’m not mad, honey.” 


Then he softly smiles and hands her the check. Her little rip from last night, it’s there near 
the top. She didn’t imagine that part, at least. 


Rey doesn’t hesitate. She immediately starts ripping the check to shreds. The paper falls as 
inked up snow to the floor. Her name, her money, her stupid fucking worthless independence. 
Gone. Mangled to bits. 


She doesn’t want it. 


Ben pulls her onto his lap and presses his lips to the top of her head. “You’re not leaving 
me, are you, Rey?” 


“No.” She says it with her whole heart. She could never leave him. “No, never. Never.” 


“You're going to stay right here with me.” 
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“Yes.” 


“You’re mine, aren’t you, sweetheart?” He hugs her tighter. Protective. “You'll do 
anything I tell you. Because I know best.” 


“Yes, anything. I’m yours.” Rey trembles in his arms, a battered wrecked-out leaf of a girl. 
“Please take care of me.” 


“T will. I always said I would.” 


From there on, Rey’s life is very simple. She starts every morning with Ben there to tell 
her exactly how her day is going to go. She wears whatever he likes and she’s pleased to have 
such fine clothes. He feeds her a varied diet, and it’s always delicious. 


She helps walk the dogs. They go grocery shopping together. They run down to the library, 
sometimes, and pick her out a new book to read. 


Rey does exactly what she’s told to. She doesn’t question it, not even secretly. She holds 
nothing hidden. 


Anymore, her shakes have gone away. She doesn’t stutter when she speaks, even when the 
social worker comes back to check on her. She doesn’t shy away from going out in public 
under the open sky. She doesn’t see anything she’s not supposed to. Nothing more than 
regular reality. 


And when she catches the glint of moonlight refracting through glass out the corner of her 
eye, well, Rey just doesn’t look. 
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20. Epilogue 


Panic. 


A slew of systems report flatlines within seconds of each other. No warning, no obvious 
reason. It comes as an internal blinking, this harsh UV wildfire pulse that would wake 
anybody up, no matter how deep a slumber they were drenched in. 


This is very, very bad. 


Tip top up and down the station, nearly every section, every room, it’s all compromised 
but for a few pockets of safety. Piecing apart the warnings by fractions of an instant paints a 
picture of where the breach came from. Not that knowing the origin will help anyone, really, 
but when the world’s falling apart it’s nice to clutch at any bit of information you can, you 
know? 


This room, though, this room is alright still. Everything here is holding strong. A bubble in 
the chaos. 


The real crux of the matter, the big what-the-fuck, it’s past those walls. Past the translucent 
glass door that’s clamped shut, lest this safe space be interrupted by skyrocket hot 
temperatures and unbelievable pressure. 


Immediate biological collapse. Immediate death. Immediate commencement of 
calcification. One more system compromised. 


They knew it was a risk before they built this place. They just thought there’d be a little 
more warning to it. Weak walls in places where the pressure’s grown too much, or the 
fantoms raising the alarm as supports begin to struggle. Something. 


They’ve done good work in their time here. This will be alright, in the end. They’ve done 
enough. 


Outside of the UV emergency pulses, everything in the room sits still. The glass, it just 
watches. 


Ben has a lot of maps. He’s got near mountains of them stacked to the ceiling. 
Okay, not quite that high. But high enough to be ridiculous. You get it. 


Until the last year or so, he’d never used this rented office space for anything much. A 
reception area, a conference area. A boxy room with his name on the door and a desk front 
and center, some desk that a perky-ass interior designer picked out for him. Said it “spoke the 
word executive”. How a fucking piece of furniture can speak anything is beyond him, but he 
took her word for it and bought the thing. 


At least the chair’s comfortable. Lumbar support out the wazoo. Took him about one day 
of sitting in it for him to buy a copy for his home office. Pricey, but hey, business expenses 
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are tax write-offs. 
Ben’s not wanting for cash, anyway. 


Right now, Rey’s over in the conference room, pages of thick white paper splayed out over 
the fine mahogany table. He tried for months to get her to use crayons or colored pencils for 
her art, but she insisted on markers. Nice ones, alcohol-based ones. 


Art is good for her. These drawings, she spits ’em out like sunflower shells, ping-ping one 
after the other, and the condo is littered with them. 


Ben doesn’t mind. He loves each little window into her mind. Photographs every one and 
logs away a copy in his “Rey” file. 


Ben is nothing if not meticulous. All his files on her, digital ones, they’re labeled by date. 
Sorted by year and then by category, and then by date again. 


Year one, it was a whole lot of legal documents. Copies of statements. Hospital bills. 
Psychiatric evaluations. 


All the pictures from that year, Rey could’ve been in black-and-white. That lingering 
island terror just drained the color right out of her. For months and months there was nothing 
in her face except desperation. 


Probably didn’t help what he put her through. Scaring her. 


Ben hadn’t wanted to correct her so cruelly—at least, he didn’t take too much pleasure in 
it. His methods had been harsh, sure, but there was just no other way to make sure she would 
be compliant how he needed her to be. And hard as it was, she got over it. She hasn’t 
mentioned that would-be idiot rapist in a long, long time. 


His actions were justified in the end. He’d needed to break her down. 


Year two, the folders inside are labeled things like “Sleep Journals” and ‘Self Care Project’ 
and “Hallucination Reports”. 


It was important, for a time, that Ben monitor Rey’s sleep religiously. He had to install 
cameras in the bedroom and log how much productive sleep she’s managed. Each morning 
over breakfast he’d drag out any fragments of dreams that she could remember and type them 
up in the daily report later on. 


He only had to strap her down at night for a few months until she got over her nighttime 
wandering phase. 


The nightmares waxed and waned, and then waned, and then dissipated. Sleepwalking too. 
Rey learned that the world was safe, so long as she was with him. 


Having broken her down to the most primal bits of herself, Ben spent that year building 
her back up within the comfortable framework of his vision for her. She took to it splendidly. 


What a struggle it had been, though, getting her to discuss the lingering imagery from the 
island that plagued her so. He hadn’t even known about it for so long. It sent him into an 
absolute panic that she had been able to keep this piece of herself from him. 
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But in the end he had his way, and he was able to purge her of that particular quirk, just 
like all the other bullshit clogging up her happiness. 


He’s everything she needs, after all. Only Ben can solve her problems. Rey knows that 
now. 


By the time they got to year three, Rey’s anxiety had practically vanished. No tremors, no 
nightmares, no middle-of-the-night conniptions. No secrets, Ben made sure of that. 


That year’s folder is filled with happy days. He hosted runway shows for Rey to enjoy all 
the beautiful clothes that he so loves to buy for her. Her face is bright and clear in these 
photos, smiling the way he never saw her do before that year, the childlike smile of someone 
without one single care in the whole world. 


That was when she started with the art, too. So much art, paintings and drawings and clay 
lumps. Anything you can think of, she made it. She blossomed. 


All that time’s been compressed down to grids of photos, lists of dry documents, recipes 
for how-to-make-it-better. Details, carefully organized and labeled. Ben doesn’t do anything 
half-assed. 


It’s the same with these maps. 


Laid out and piled on the desk as they are, they may appear as nothing more than a mess, 
but in every upper right-hand corner Ben’s etched a number in black ink. He’s catalogued all 
of these, or the important ones at least, and the list for cross-referencing is taped up right next 
to the window. He’s got a system. 


Ben thumbs another pushpin and drags a finger down this list of maps. He finds the one in 
question, number fourteen, pulls it out of the pile and pins it up on the wall. 


He hums and stares at it. 


It’s a big map, window-big, and full of arrows printed out in various colors that spin in 
whorls and waves, running up against each other so the whole page is filled with them. 
Amongst the arrows, Ben’s carefully highlighted out the shipping lanes and notable hotspots 
for choppy waters. Beneath it all, there’s the tinted haze of elevation. 


There’s not one bit of land on the map, not one spec of green or brown. You wouldn’t even 
know it was the ocean if someone didn’t tell you. 


He traces his finger over the currents, the easy path a boat might take to get from the top 
right corner of the map down to the bottom where a big vibrant red-paint dot stands out 
amidst all the chaos. 


“Found you,” he murmurs to himself. His finger tap-taps against the red dot. 


It was easy, while they were still on the island, for him to shuffle all those towering glass 
mysteries into a drawer at the back of his mind. To label them UNKNOWN and therefore 
DANGEROUS, and not look one centimeter past that, at least not until they were safely back 
home. 


But Ben has a mind that does not stop seeking. Not ever, not when there’s so much to 
learn. No human had ever conquered the mystery of that island, he’s damn sure of that. If they 
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had, the world would be a much different place. 
“Ben.” 
He turns around. Whiskey’s poking her head in through the cracked doorway. 
“TI mean, Mr. Solo,” she corrects. “Sorry. So Rey was wondering—” 


“Ben,” Rey calls from the conference room, interrupting Whiskey. “Is it time to go yet? 
I’m almost done and I’m hungry.” 


Ben rubs his jaw. He arranges his face into a look of cool indifference. “Thought I’d set 
you up with a store of acceptable snacks for times like this,” he says. “They can’t all be gone 
so quickly.” 


Whiskey leans her head against the doorframe. She’s tall, almost as tall as he is. “Yeah, 
well. They are.” 


“Some assistant you are,” he grumbles. Then again, he didn’t hire her for her 
administrative abilities. His business has little need for an admin assistant anyway. 


“Was that the right map, then?” She’s still there at the door. 


Ben nods and tucks his hands in his pockets, staring down the map. “It’s the one. I’m sure 
of it.” 


He can practically hear her proud, toothy grin from here. “Lines up perfectly with your 
account, doesn’t it? The drifting speeds, the paths you’d’ve taken, it’s all there. You can even 
see where the navy ship probably picked—” 


“Thanks, Whiskey.” She’s so zealous, this woman. Smart, yes. Filled with helpful 
knowledge from twenty years spent almost entirely on the open water in her family yacht, 
yes. But god can she be tiring. 


“Tell Rey we’ll leave in a moment,” he says, then thinks better of it. “Actually—send her 
in here first. Might as well bring her into the loop. Get started on preparing her.” 


Whiskey nods. Ben hasn’t exactly briefed her on just how much work he’s put into Rey— 
after all, it’s not her business—but just by watching the scant interactions she’s been present 
for in the last year or so since he’s hired her, she seems to somewhat understand how 
thoroughly Rey is his. 


Thankfully, she hasn’t voiced a word of complaint about it. Some people, they call his type 
of relationship controlling or abusive. 


Maybe it is. But it’s a whole lot of other things, too. 


Whiskey leaves and reappears almost immediately with Rey, who’s managed to stain yet 
another dress with marker ink, and shuts the door on her way out. 


Rey doesn’t even glance at all the maps littered about. She only looks at Ben, standing 
stock-still by the door while she waits for guidance. 


It’s so easy to keep her head in the sand nowadays. It’s like he’s plucked the monkey- 
bourne curiosity straight out of her body. The girl never pokes her nose where it shouldn’t be, 
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not anymore. 


Ben sits down and motions for Rey to crawl into his lap, which she eagerly does. She faces 
him and presses her hands to his shoulders. Gives him that open-window face that he adores 
so much, the one with no secrets or hidden troubles. Just love. Just adoration. 


He cups her cheek and smiles a little. “Rey, I have to tell you something.” 
“What is it?” she asks, chipper as ever. 


She’s so warm and small in his lap, just a slip of a thing, a lamb. So fragile, yet bolstered 
by the knowledge that she is safe in all ways, so long as she’s with Ben. No fear, not anymore. 


Perfect girl. Perfect, like she was made just for him. All those months stranded, all those 
people dead from some random accident, it was all worth it. 


Ben strokes his thumb over her lips to make her smile back. 


“T bought a boat,” he says. 


The world is still quiet. 


It’s been a day and a night measured by this planet, and tat-Ah’s room has not been 
breached yet. 


A couple more sections in the station have gone offline since the first wave, likely due to 
the automatic transport. It’s not supposed to continue running if there’s a breach, but clearly 
something’s gone incredibly wrong with the carekeep systems at large, so it’s no shock that 
this little bit isn’t doing what it’s supposed to, either. 


tat-Ah has, of course, sent out many radiants to the other attendants at the base, but all xe 
has gotten back is dead nothing. Clearly not one of them was in a safe zone when the breach 
occurred. 


Bad luck. Or maybe good luck. None of them will have to wait and wait for the end 
like tat-Ah is. How excruciating, to be the last of ones own species on an alien world. How 
lonely. 


Xe could easily release the command to open the door right now. Heat and unbelievable 
pressure would rush on in, tearing parts of the room to pieces and killing anything alive. 
Death will be almost immediate, xe knows. Xyr body’s makeup is not meant to withstand 
such an atmosphere. 


In that instant before death, though, it will be excruciating. 


Far as tat-Ah can tell, the only other living beings left within these glass-hewn walls is the 
fantoms. Whether they count as kin, xe couldn’t say. Their thoughts are a mystery to all 
except themselves. 


Xe crouches down on xyr hind legs, and then into the floor, tat-Ah lets out a long cry, 
almost a song but not quite. It yawns out wide and deep, deteriorating to a soft thrum as the 
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fine muscles in xyr feet grow weary of forcing blood through xyr diaphragm at such a 
volume. 


It’s what one must do before death, even on a planet as alien as this. 


Xe pads slowly to the array and crafts a message, threading in the stream of errors and 
warning signals that detail the demise of the station. It will be the last message xe will ever 
weave, and xe does it with great care and love. 


tat-Ah reviews the thing once, twice, and then with a pulse, the radiant message is off 
towards this planet’s moon, where it will be intercepted by the long-run antenna that had been 
constructed before this station was ever built. From there, the message will beam out into the 
stars. 


It will run at close to fabric-speed. Xyr planet, xyr kin, will know what happened within 
seventy of this alien world’s years. 


But tat-Ah will not last that long. 


The fantoms are surely locked up safe in their pods, with no way for the alien atmosphere 
to penetrate them. They will die a slow, sad death by starvation, but there is nothing tat-Ah 
can do for them from here. 


Xe arranges xemself, reveling in the pull and tug of xyr strong limbs. Xe glances around 
the room with wide-set eyes. Little better than a coffin, this place is. 


Then, in a radiant release like blowing out the candles on a birthday cake, tat-Ah opens the 
door. 
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